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Foreword

Jonathan Jansen

In the daily churn of university operations, it would appear as though
the question of purposes: “What are universities for?” has been settled.
Students are clients. Teaching is inputs. Publications are outputs.
Curriculum is (unit) standards. Measurement is accountability.
Assessment is performance. Scholarship is metrics. Graduates (oven-
ready) are for the labour market. Leadership is management.

The language of critique that targets these narrowed down purposes
for the university is by now familiar to those who study higher education:
the neoliberal university, managerialism, the new public management,
academic capitalism and more. But does a critical language that
routinely describes these tendencies in the modern university do
anything to even begin to shift institutional practice? In other words,
have the critics reckoned with the power of what we call the institutional
curriculum — that ensemble of rules, regulations, values, and processes
that keep official knowledge sheltered in place?

Recent South African experience is instructive in this regard. In 2015,
our universities experienced massive disruptions through student revolts
against the colonial imprint and consequences of higher education. The
curriculum was too white, the professors too pale, and institutional
cultures too exclusive. The students started with the radical descriptor
decolonisation that later formed part of a couplet of demands for “a free,
decolonised education”. On the face of it, this was a powerful moment
in student resistance that seemed to enjoy support from “management”
across the 26 public universities. Did anything change?

Our study on the uptake of decolonisation in the curriculum of public
universities showed that little changed beyond the official performance
of participation and support (Jansen & Walters, 2022) because the
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institutional curriculum did its job domesticating, marginalising, and
subverting any attempts at radical incursion into settled knowledge
inside universities.

The authors in this stunning new book are not unaware of the power
of institutions labouring under the weight of a political economy that
reduces academic work to market value. What, then, about the “pockets
of freedom” (Raaper, 2019) in universities that can be exploited to do
the work of resistance and generate alternatives to teaching, learning,
assessment, and the making of curriculum?

This understanding of change is vital if a politics of hope — what
Kate Bowles in this book calls “small hope-building practices” — rather
than despair is going to emerge from under the crushing authority of
the neoliberal university. The writers are aware of broader, democratic
commitments to openness, participation, inclusion, and “infrastructures
of care” (Chan et al., this volume). I have worked in those crevices as
a university leader in a university which gained notoriety for racism.
My colleagues created social and physical spaces on campus, such as
the Institute for Reconciliation and Social Justice at the University of the
Free State, where students could gather for both informal interactions
and formal events on topics like race, identity, and our shared humanity.
It was also a generative space for creative works from art, music, history,
drama, and politics that gave expression to student struggles and ideals.

The downside of these enclave initiatives in large institutions is that
systemic or system-wide change is not possible. Our study of enclave
curricula found not only considerable institutional resistance on the
one hand but also benign neglect on the other. Enclave initiatives are
often the result of the activism of one or more scholars who fight for
resources on an ongoing basis. They work hard to mobilise allies within
their universities in the struggle for a pedagogy or assessment that is
more socially just. They demonstrate alternative ways of teaching and
leading at seminars and workshops on their own and other campuses.
In other words, there is a considerable personal investment in sustaining
an engaged and transformative pedagogy on the campus.

What is intellectually fascinating is how exactly academics with an
enlarged agenda for pedagogy and assessment work in these institutional
crevices such that they satisfy institutional demands, while at the same
time widening those pockets of freedom. Here are hard lessons to be



Foreword 29

learnt that are sometimes ignored in the optimistic, breezy accounts of
alternative education; that kind of naivete is not only poor analysis but
also weak strategy when it comes to the politics of change. One example
will suffice.

At my current university, I encouraged staff in student support to
develop a core curriculum for undergraduates that deals openly with
issues of race, identity, power, and history. This was important since
thousands of first years enrol annually from very diverse schools in terms
of race and resources, and some constitute a threat to the wellbeing of
black students on a formerly white university campus. The university
management generously funded a pilot of the core. The students who
attended voluntarily were exceptional and greatly enriched the core.
But they were generally open-minded, progressive black and white
students, not the ones you wanted to target for this kind of curriculum.
We made the case for system-wide implementation, but the argument
was that some of the deans did not feel there was time for an addition to
the curriculum. This, by the way, is a nonsense argument in curriculum
theory.

There is always time given the highly selective tradition of curriculum
decision-making. Still, the pilot was funded every year, a curriculum
enclave of sorts. Until a white student in a brazenly racist attack in 2022
urinated onto the laptop and other belongings of a black student. There
was intense and widespread reaction on and beyond the campus which
led to the appointment of a judicial commission of inquiry into racism
at the university. In the meantime, the student was suspended pending
an investigation and eventually expelled. It was at this time that the
university took seriously the plea for an institution-wide core curriculum
that will now be implemented. What is the point of this account? That
rare, enclave curricula or other projects can sometimes break through
because of an institutional crisis or burst of conscience on the part of
university leadership. By the time of this crisis at my university, there
was a fully trialled core curriculum in place ready for implementation.

And finally, when there is the opportunity for deep thinking about
“higher education for good” we should always ask, “good for whom?”
(Childs et al., this volume). One of the most devastating consequences
of the pandemic is that lockdown arrangements led to great learning
losses for those with little to no access to bridging technologies and,
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in the process, widened the inequality gap between students of the
middle classes and the poor. Put differently, when reimagining the
neoliberal university, we must constantly and consciously pose the
question as to the differential impacts of newly envisaged institutions.
That reimagination has implications for everything from infrastructure
to pedagogy and to forms of assessment.

This courageous book works with an unspoken proposition, that we
cannot wait for the neoliberal university to transform itself. Universities
can change “because of their capacity for challenge, critique, invention and
intellectual growth... but it has to be fought for” (Connell 2019, p. 10).
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Preface

Carolina Guzman-Valenzuela

Higher Education for Good: Teaching and Learning Futures presents us with a
formidable effort about ways in which higher education institutions can
be thought of as organisations that consider, promote, and produce the
good. Although this might be seen as a simple declaration of intentions
or even as a straightforward task, both the editors and the chapter
contributors indicate that, without an individual and collective will,
careful thought, strategic planning, key partnerships, and innovative
initiatives, this task is difficult to pull off. But this book goes much
further, offering new ways of thinking about universities, their missions,
and values and how to put into practice concrete initiatives in specific
contexts to deal with the challenges of the current world.

Nowadays, universities operate in very complex environments.
Ecological and climate crises, the COVID-19 pandemic, wars and armed
conflicts, financial crises affecting the poorest, refugee and migratory
movements, extreme populist movements, growing inequities
(especially between wealthy countries in the Global North and countries
with fragile economies in the Global South), violence, racial and sexual
discrimination, labour division, little care for Indigenous groups and
their knowledges and practices, and a host of other problems make us
think about the world as a very difficult place in which to live, especially
for the most fragile and vulnerable. Amid these crises, challenges, and
problems, the book contains an urgent call to think about the role of
universities and how they can help in addressing these challenges in an
active and committed way.

Unfortunately, all too often, universities are encased in their own
problems and challenges so that producing the good becomes even
more challenging. As noted by most chapter authors of this book, higher
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education systems and universities are trapped in a series of narratives
and practices that are dominated by financial drivers, reputational
aspiration, and performance indicators. Income and reputation have
become desirable assets for which higher education institutions
compete by changing their structures, missions, values, and practices.
Productivity and measures of quality have become goals in themselves.

As a result, higher education is seen too often as a set of goods
with economic and prestige value that are traded in the market. This
vision of higher education has shaped every sphere of universities and
their practices. At global and national levels, universities are seen as
economic engines of progress able to produce effective workers for the
labour market and consequently boosting the economy. Universities are
also seen as producers of profitable knowledge and research that can be
commercialised rather than as producers of knowledge for the public
good.

At an institutional level, many of these commercial narratives and
practices shape universities” missions and values. This promotes a
university that operates under competitiveness and business-like
principles and a cognitive capitalism paradigm. In the classroom, these
discourses are reflected in the ways in which teaching and learning
processes are practised with an emphasis on grades, skills, and
certifications.

Both academics and students have come to form a pedagogical
relationship that is shaped by market principles. On the one hand,
many academics experience precarity and insecurity in their jobs,
increasing demands to perform, or are pushed to generate income
and reputation through academic publications and research grants.
On the other hand, students become consumers of credentials with an
overvaluation of grades and skills for the labour market. On top of this,
recently, the COVID-19 pandemic brought not only disastrous economic
consequences for universities, academics, and students, but it also
challenged the ways in which teaching and learning had taken place.
The pandemic also made evident inequities within and across countries
and regions and put technologies and online learning as top priorities.

Although universities have not produced these problems, challenges,
and powerful narratives by themselves, they have become complicit and
even have been reinforcing marketised practices and inequities and
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promoting values that clash with the principles of the common good.
In this milieu, what do universities have to offer? How can universities
contribute to the good despite these rather gloomy and dark times,
narratives, and practices?

This is the great contribution of this edited book and its 27 chapters
by authors from all around the world who have given much careful
thought about what the “good” looks like. Drawing on critical reflections
about the challenges and problems affecting the world and the role and
responsibility that universities have in countering these problems, the
authors offer creative insights about what some of them call tactics of
resistance and collective and collaborative actions across different levels
and dimensions. These include initiating policy changes, promoting
certain types of teaching and learning practices and assessment, forging
partnerships between universities and other kinds of organisations of
society nationally and internationally, working with local communities
to solve concrete problems, producing and using technologies that
facilitate learning in creative ways, and so on.

What is seen clearly throughout the chapters is a need for a new
set of values for universities across the world, hindered by discourses
and practices focused on economic aspects, reputation, and indicators.
The reader will see, for example, how the reflections, initiatives, and
strategies proposed in the book advocate for social justice, inclusion
of the different and the most vulnerable, plurality, generosity, care for
others, reparation, democracy, concern for the environment and the
climate crisis, hope, equity, creativity, critical thinking and reflection,
engagement with communities, higher learning and open access,
and reduction of poverty. The promotion of these values, as shown
throughout the chapters, can be fulfilled through multiple ways and at
different orders of scale — such as participatory approaches (including
teachers, students, and communities) —by exercising critical
pedagogies and pedagogies of care, promoting antiracist practices and
decolonising teaching methods and the curriculum, acknowledging
Indigenous lands, creating partnerships and working collaboratively
with students, rural communities and/ or with other universities or
organisations, through critical data literacy, and using new technologies
to promote online and blended learning or even artificial intelligence.
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All these initiatives aim to overcome an overemphasis on metrics,
assessment, control, and performance.

Another aspect that makes this book unique is that of creatively
thinking about the university —beyond traditional academic
practices. In many chapters, the reader will find rather unusual ways
of writing in an academic book (for example, poetry, a tale, narrative,
co-written pieces, science fiction, visual essays, and the description of
a quilt weaving). These new forms of communicating ways in which
universities may produce goods are not only creative, but bring fresh
air to stimulate academia, teachers, students, and communities to
think about what universities can do amid the several crises in which
they are immersed.

As the editors of the book stated in the call for chapters, what
authors bring in their chapters are glimmers of optimism and hope for
the future. Many of these glimmers provided by the authors emerged
because of the pandemic in combination with all the challenges and
problems affecting universities. As such, these glimmers of hope may
help to change not only universities but the world.

Arica, Chile, 11 August 2022



Section I
Finding Fortitude and Hope

"Hope’ by George Sfougaras (CC BY NC-ND)

Note from the artist

The print ‘Hope’ was inspired by the exodus of refugees and the images
of people sailing across the Mediterranean from Turkey to the Greek
islands. The news was and is saturated with shocking pictures of little
boats and uprooted people, desperately seeking a better life, leaving all
they had and all that sustained them behind.

Early on the day when the original idea was conceived, I was walking
to my studio through Victoria Park in Leicester. The trees had shed
their last autumnal leaves and stood in a bitter breeze which bent and
swayed their thin branches. They stoically faced their circumstances in
the hope of a new spring and new life. The image of the tree made me
think of how hope survives and sustains us — even guides us — when
we face insurmountable odds. The tree on the boat is a metaphor. The
three components of the print, the boat, the tree, and the sea are simple

© 2023 Catherine Cronin and Laura Czerniewicz, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0363.28
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and universally understood, but their juxtaposition makes us look again
and reflect. The tree symbolises a person who has been displaced or
uprooted and through life-changing events, forced to become a refugee.
Anyone in that position cannot survive long without putting roots
down somewhere. When they do, will they survive and thrive, create a
meaningful life for themselves and their children, and bear fruit?

Every displaced person is sustained in their search for a better life
through their hopes and dreams. For immigrant families, the education
of the children was seen as the way to succeed in a new country. It was
certainly the case for me, coming to the UK as an adolescent with basic
English. I vividly recall wanting to master the language, to integrate
and be seen as capable and competent in my school and later in the
workplace. Having come to a rather insular and xenophobic 1970s
England, I saw education as my way to demonstrate my capacity for
hard work, but, more than that, to address the perceptions of ‘foreigners’
as less capable, less educated, less emotionally literate, and somehow
less than. Higher education gave me a way to gain qualifications, which
allowed me to progress and, in some ways, overcome the barriers of
prejudice, at least professionally. Towards the end of my career as the
head teacher of a school, I realised that the hope education gave me
was still a powerful currency, and in my discussions with displaced
or disenfranchised young people, I was able to turn to the hope that
education offers, to escape difficult circumstances, and to create a better
world through knowledge and insight.

On a deeply personal level, the image reminds me of my own family’s
tortuous path to safety, when they escaped war and ethnic violence. My
mother’s family followed a route from their home in Smyrna (Izmir) in
1922 to the island of Chios, which a century later is the same route taken
by refugees from the Middle East and Asia. They rebuilt their lives in
Greece, the ‘home’ country they had never seen. It seems that they were
destined to uproot again, this time during the troubled Greek Junta
period. History is, for all of us, a bigger part of our lives than we like to
acknowledge.



Higher education for good

Catherine Cronin and Laura Czerniewicz

“There is a crack, a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.”?
This book is about the light in higher education, a sector that was already
fragmenting and fragile before the pandemic began, and since then has
been addressing and resisting foundational challenges. Rare are the
academics and professionals who are not dispirited, even demoralised.
In the face of such despair, it feels hard to know what to do, to believe
that it is possible to do anything at all, or even to find the energy to act.
Yet change is possible, both change responding to flaws in the sector and
proactive change aiming to prioritise values that are just, humane, and
globally sustainable.

Using the Igbo word “nkali” to describe power structures in the world,
Adichie (2009) has persuasively explained how there is never a “single
story”. A single story stereotypes and risks promoting a hegemonic
universal discourse. A single story pretends that “one size fits all”. In this
book, the reflections, analyses, and expression of principles in context
mean multiple stories, in multiple realities, even within similar physical
locations. The book is a commitment to the importance of context and
intersectionality.

We co-editors, Laura and Catherine, are academics committed to
social justice and open education. We are colleagues and we are friends.
Together, in 2021, we chose to take a journey of radical hope; the result
is this book.? We consciously take inspiration from those fighting for
justice globally — those who came before us and those whom we walk

—_

Cohen, L. (1992). Anthem [Song]. On The Future. Columbia.

2 We share the frustrations of many of the authors of this book with the limitations
of ordering author names which don’t allow for the representation of genuine
collaboration. This chapter —and this book —is forged in trust and mutual
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alongside, including the authors and artists in this book and the many
scholars cited within it. At the start of this book project (in June 2021),
each of us was employed full-time in higher education — Laura as
professor of education at the University of Cape Town in South Africa
and Catherine as digital and open education lead at Ireland’s National
Forum for the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education. As this book goes to press, we occupy different professional
positions as professor emerita and independent scholar, respectively,
and remain as committed as ever to work which enacts the principles
driving this book. The decision to seek answers regarding what higher
education (HE) for good would look like, and what can be done, has
been driven by our own experiences in a turbulent sector as well as by
the global picture.

What to expect from this book

The chapters in Higher Education for Good: Teaching and Learning Futures
offer ways of thinking, conceptualising, and creating real possibilities
for making and remaking HE for good, with a particular but not sole
focus on teaching and learning. Throughout the book is a vision of
universities re/claiming their roles of “serving society as a change agent
and empowering people across different sections of society” (Misra &
Mishra, Ch. 25). Even to imagine such a move, let alone to lobby for and
enact it, is to plant a sapling in our imagination: “And now that we have
thought of it, it is already growing, and might yet come to be seen for
miles” (Bowles, Ch. 15).

The book brings to fruition 27 chapters written by 71 authors
in 17 countries.* Authors include established academics and
researchers, learning professionals, and early career scholars, as well
as students, those in academic leadership positions, and educators
working outside higher education but with valuable perspectives
on it. Responding to our invitation to consider all forms of creative
expression, including but extending beyond the usual academic
genre, chapters are written in a variety of forms: critical reflections,

overlays of writing and editing. We “resolved” this conundrum by alternating
authorship order for book and chapter.
3 Adding the peer reviewers brings the number of countries to 26.
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conceptual essays, dialogues, speculative fiction, poetry (including
haiku), graphic reflection, image, and audio. Each chapter was peer
reviewed by at least one scholar external to the book project (see the
list of external peer reviewers), and at least one fellow book author.
Chapters directly related to teaching, learning and students were
also reviewed by student reviewers.

In addition to these diverse chapters, we wanted to acknowledge the
role of artists in “seeding resistance and providing the tools for us to
imagine otherwise” (Davis et al., 2022, p. 8). Artwork relevant to the
book’s themes is included in the book, together with reflections from
the artists.

The book is organised into five sections, enabling readers to focus
on particular areas of interest. Section 1, Finding Fortitude and Hope,
contains foundational ideas for the book, elucidating current dilemmas
and looking to the future with conviction and hope. Section I, Making
Sense of the Unknown and Emergent, offers a range of theoretical lenses and
imaginaries by which we can make sense of and reconsider our present,
unfolding dilemmas. In Section III, Comnsidering Alternative Futures,
authors offer various ways to vision and imagine better futures, as a step
towards bringing such realities into being. Section IV, Making Change
through Teaching, Assessment and Learning Design, contains a collection
of diverse and creative ways that educators and students have used to
make changes in the broad area of teaching and learning, with examples
from HE sectors in eleven countries. Finally, the chapters in Section V,
(Re)making HE Structures and Systems, take a broad view, describing ways
to embed long-term change through systemic and structural changes at
institutional and national levels.

Towards a manifesto for higher education for good

Considered together, the chapters and artwork in the book coalesce into
an agenda for higher education for good that responds directly to our
opening question, “What is to be done”? Overall, the book represents
an invitation to hope, identifies avenues for thought and action, and
provides inspiration towards a possible manifesto(s) for “higher
education for good” which could be tailored to specific contexts. The
book’s five tenets of action, inspiration, and hope are:
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Name and analyse the troubles of HE

Challenge assumptions and resist hegemonies

1
2
3. Make claims for just, humane, and globally sustainable HE
4. Courageously imagine and share fresh possibilities

5

Make positive changes, here and now

As we elaborate on each of these tenets below, we provide illustrative
examples from the book. Most chapters exemplify several tenets, so
these examples are far from exclusive.

Tenet One: Name and analyse the troubles of HE

Naming and analysing the troubling problems of HE are necessary in
order to challenge and to change them: “Not everything that is faced
can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced” (Baldwin,
1962). Thus, a book about HE for good must inevitably begin by
analysing “the bad”. As Fricker (2013) writes of studying injustice in her
work on epistemic justice, the “negative imprint reveals the form of the
positive value” (p. 1318).

The chapters in this book attest to the need to both confront the
overt challenges and excavate the covert ones because, as Auerbach
Jahajeeah (Ch. 8) contends, universities “take for granted and are taken
for granted”. It is by “challenging, scrutinising, and problematising
what seems natural and commonsensical” (Kuhn et al.,, Ch. 21) that
a foundation can be laid for uncovering the troubles of HE and for
illuminating the good which exists nevertheless. Undertaking this work
requires a kind of “radical acceptance that the status quo is neither
desirable nor acceptable... there is nothing that is ‘normal” about current
systems” (Childs et al., Ch. 13).

What are the troubles of higher education?

This book makes blindingly clear the damage wrought to higher
education by the evolving permutations of neoliberalism, not only
economically through continuous state underfunding but also politically
and culturally through the transfer of free market thinking into
educational practices and language. Almost all chapters begin with the
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consequences of neoliberalism in HE, the dominance of which is critiqued
as being treated in a matter-of-fact way “as ahistorical, apolitical and
value-neutral” (Hordatt Gentles, Ch. 20). DeRosa (Ch. 1) maps out in
detail and in despair the particularities of the “pervasive austerity logic
that constricts not just our budgets, but every facet of what we do”; Khoo
(Ch. 3) emphasises that “neoliberalism continues to evolve its uncanny
non-death... [that] broad and deep economic and sociopolitical crises
have continued, spreading the slow violence of structural harm, inequity
and precarity”.

Related to neoliberalism is coloniality, arguably two sides of the
same coin. While colonialism is time and place bound, its logic endures
in ongoing systems and practices, patterns, and structures of power
premised on extraction and exploitation, echoing colonial forms of
engagement. In higher education, coloniality is manifest in many ways
including economically, culturally, and epistemologically. Coloniality
persists “in the unjust politics of knowledge legitimation” which
infiltrate the academy and the curriculum and indeed “creates absence
where there is presence” (Mbembe in Belluigi, Ch. 5). A point affirmed
by many authors, Belluigi explains why the decolonisation of knowledge
is a critical endeavour for educators, academic developers, and learning
professionals in terms of questioning knowledge formations of the self,
the social, and the ecological in education.

Intrinsic to both neoliberalism and coloniality and threaded through
many of the chapters are the risks of data extraction to students and
academics through the business models of big tech companies which
became particularly entrenched in the sector during the pandemic. In
different ways, several chapters explore data extraction and sovereignty.
Amiel and do Rozério Diniz (Ch. 18) address these risks through
educators’ efforts to offer alternative practices and understandings of
extractive platform logics. Scott and Gray (Ch. 27) make overt the hidden
politics, ethics, considerations, and implications of software choices for
teaching and learning. The urgency of data literacies and the need for
data justice are articulated in several chapters.

Interwoven throughout are the many forms of inequity and levels
of exclusion expressed in and contributed to by HE. Macgilchrist and
Costello (Ch. 19) sum up how performance metrics generate hierarchical
rankings of universities, amplifying uneven global access to essential
infrastructure, while surveillance technologies disproportionately
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penalise students of colour and predictive analytics systems can
block the paths of students whom the system predicts to be unlikely
to succeed. Furthermore, digital education concerns mirror material
realities where exclusions “such as perpetuated language barriers and
ableism permeate the fabric of higher education... [and where] being
unheard and underrepresented can cause students to feel alienated in
their educational journey” (Ramparsad Banwari et al., Ch. 16).

Tenet Two: Challenge assumptions and resist hegemonies

Awareness and anger at the status quo can spur action and there are
numerous examples in the book of both calls to and enactments of
resistance. Khoo (Ch. 3) eloquently shows the power of “cursing the
darkness” of colonial legacies in the sector, while also arguing that
darkness can be “an interruption that serves to foster creativity and
imagination”.

To change knowledge and understanding in the sector means
centring and bringing in from the margins voices and views. It means
intentionally crossing borders of all kinds: geographic, disciplinary,
status and “accepted genre”. This may take effort, given how hegemonies
in HE rest on socialisation and reward systems, but such efforts to
move past acquired familiarity yield enrichment in the form of wider
and deeper intellectual resources and insights. We concur that “there’s
really no such thing as the ‘voiceless’. There are only the deliberately
silenced, or the preferably unheard” (Roy, 2004). We hope in our own
way that this book, in form and content, demonstrates how knowledge
is deepened for everyone when boundaries are crossed.

Challenging assumptions is both hard and possible. In their chapter
on openness as a strategy against HE corporate capture and associated
platform models, Amiel and do Rosario Diniz (Ch. 18) push back
against the dominant Silicon Valley narratives of education, recounting
their practical efforts to resist big tech’s extractive surveillance demands
inside classrooms, and offer alternatives of both practice and thinking.
And in her chapter employing a data justice perspective on the use
of Al in higher education, Pechenkina (Ch. 9) provides frameworks
which see “learners as leaders directing Al action within complex
educational terrains”.
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Several chapters are built on profound challenges to knowledge,
economic, and cultural hegemonies; they affirm educator agency despite
limited room to manoeuvre and the structural constraints outlined
above. Attention is focused on “trying to disrupt the technical rationality
that erodes our [educators’] capacity and confidence for professional
autonomy” (Hordatt Gentles, Ch. 20). That disruption includes moves
towards “care” and moves towards the “social”. It is the social that Fawns
and Nieminen (Ch. 23) emphasise in their provocative conversation on
assessment, explaining how “assessment for good means social, not
just individual good... requir[ing] an epistemological shift from the
measurement of individual competencies and abilities against known
standards, to collective and communal ways of knowing”.

Tenet Three: Make claims for just, humane, and globally
sustainable HE

Making legitimate and explicit claims to better futures is necessary, both
to fuel resistance to dominant narratives and to inspire the production
of new visions. A key element in resisting and moving beyond the status
quo is to “stake claims to improving conditions and society” (Phoenix,
2022). Considered together, the chapters in HE4Good make specific and
powerful claims for higher education that is just, humane, and globally
sustainable.

One bias within large systems is to assume that stated good
intentions (HEI mission statements advocating equity, diversity, and
inclusion, for example) translate into good practice. More pernicious is
the masking of bad practice with statements of commitment to laudable
ideals. Forestalling or resisting this tendency towards diverse forms
of “washing” (e.g. equity-washing, green-washing, open-washing)
requires continual attention and the persistent assertion of values
consonant with justice, humanity, and global sustainability in order to
manifest these values in HE systems, structures, policies, and practices.
This is as true at global, regional, and national levels as it is for individual
higher education institutions.

Across the 27 diverse chapters in this book, all authors articulate
specific values which could characterise “good” higher education in
context. These include equity, justice (social, economic, environmental,
epistemic, data, and design justice), sustainability, pluriversality,
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mutuality, generosity, creativity, and collectivism — all underpinned
by ethics including affirmative ethics, relational ethics, environmental
ethics, and ethics of care.

To further articulate these characteristics, authors draw on a wealth
of theory and theory-informed practice to conceive of “good”. Authors
describe different forms including moral and cultural goods (Fawns &
Nieminen, Ch. 23) and “good” as grounded in different cosmologies/
spiritualities centred on human interconnection and our “radical
interdependence” with the earth (Chan et al, Ch. 4). Authors also
interrogate various inter-related theoretical concepts such as public
good, common good, social/societal good, and economic good; some
seek to disentangle the concepts of public and common good.

For many scholars, “good’ means conceptualising different structures
and governance for HE. Luke (Ch. 6) theorises the knowledge commons
as the community of scholars that establishes rules and norms,
managing the use, creation, and sharing of a common pool resource
which is the intangible sum of human knowledge. He makes the case for
universities as part of a polycentric network of smaller commons within
the larger knowledge commons and for educators’ role as stewards of
the knowledge pool. Wittel (Ch. 7) takes a Marxist perspective to argue
for a higher education commons, explaining that it would provide the
best context to foster higher education as a gift, emphasising that such a
political economy can only be made sustainable in a post-capitalist world.
He makes the case for the pedagogical principles of resonance, relevance,
and imagination for educators to foster the gift. Furthermore, Chan et al.
(Ch. 4) propose an alternative “communal-based exchange model” for
HE to align with a “growing understanding of the importance of land-
based pedagogy as practised by many Indigenous communities around
the world, while calling for the validation of Indigenous knowledge,
epistemology, and ontology within the hegemonic structure of higher
education.”

Reconceptualising good requires an epistemological shift: a
commitment to higher education for good means promoting a
pluriversality of knowledge, embracing a horizontal strategy of openness
to dialogue among different epistemic traditions, and addressing the
underlying structures that prevent such transformation from taking
place (Luckett & Shay, 2017; Mbembe, 2015).
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The characteristics of good in higher education as explored in
this volume align in many respects with Raewyn Connell’s (2019)
five characteristics of the “good university”, i.e. democratic, engaged,
truthful, creative, and sustainable.* In addition, there is agreement that
“goodness” is both relational and contextual, deeply interwoven with
our ideological, political, and social realities. As Auerbach Jahajeeah
(Ch. 8) expresses in her inspiring haikus:

pursuit of a good
future. we must remember
that the good does not

rest in the tables
of university ranks
or the shininess

of lecture theatres.
rather the good nestles in
amongst between us

Making claims to better HE futures is essential, helping not just to
sustain resistance but also to articulate narratives of hope and inspire
new visions.

Tenet Four: Courageously imagine and share fresh possibilities

In a time when previously anticipated HE futures may be fading and
new futures are projected by technocorporate actors committed to profit-
making, we in higher education are called to imagine alternatives. As
Davis et al. (2022) wrote of the brilliant Octavia Butler: “we will dream
our way out; we must imagine beyond the given” (p. 16). Treating the
future as a site of “radical possibility” (Facer, 2016), we can bravely
imagine and share fresh possibilities and alternative HE futures, beyond
existing realities and hegemonic discourses.

In our call for chapters for this book, we invited all contributors to share
“glimmers of alternative futures” of higher education for good. This
requires grappling with the future in ways that keep possibilities open
rather than closing them down. We are compelled to ask, for example:
What alternative visions of HE would prioritise dignity, wellbeing, and

4 See Raewyn Connell’s afterword in this book.
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flourishing for all who are engaged with HE? What alternative visions
of HE would extend possibilities for all who are currently excluded,
particularly marginalised individuals and communities? What
alternative visions of HE would hold and extend possibilities for future
generations and for our planet?

One approach to addressing these complex questions is to use
speculative methods for researching, analysing, designing, and
teaching, i.e. asking “what if” instead of “what is”. Speculative
approaches enable working with the future as a space of uncertainty,
collaborative and creative imagining/reimagining, deepening our
understanding of the present, and bringing capacious realities into being
(Houlden & Veletsianos, 2022; Ross, 2022). Authors of three chapters
in the book detail their use of speculative approaches. Macgilchrist
and Costello (Ch. 19) describe using Africanfuturist speculative fiction
(Okorafor, 2019) to invite students to imagine a university far beyond
contemporary colonialist institutions, intentionally opening generative
spaces “for students and lecturers to reflect on their (our) own positions
in the academy, to critique the reproduction of classed, raced, gendered
inequities in higher education... and to generate futures that are oriented
to justice”. Childs et al. (Ch. 13) used a speculative scenario to evoke
responses from colleagues with very different roles in higher education,
and Flynn et al. (Ch. 14) invited students to write their own speculative
imaginaries of HE futures.

Audre Lorde (1984) wrote that poetry is “the way we give name
to the nameless so it can be thought” (p.37). Two authors used the
medium of poetry to “name the nameless”, unsettling both what and
how we think and talk about HE. Spelic (Ch. 2) offers a collection of
five short, powerful poems, preceded by a short meditation on hope.
Auerbach Jahajeeah (Ch. 8) explores the present and possible futures of
HE in a dramatically different form: the haiku, supported by extensive
footnotes. Other authors used different imaginative forms to invite
readers to “imagine beyond the given” (Davis et al., 2022). Corti and
Nerantzi’s chapter (Ch. 11), in the form of a landscape photograph,
audio podcast and transcript, invites readers (and potentially educators
and students) to “see the higher education landscape with fresh eyes”
and to imagine alternative futures themselves. Trowler (Ch. 26) uses the
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format of a graphic reflection to give voice to “non-traditional students
views of what “good” education looks like.

What counts as a fresh possibility is shaped by context. Some
changes may seem small from the outside, or already accepted practice
in a different context, yet revolutionary in a particular environment. At
the same time, HE hegemonies mean that educators everywhere are
weighed down by similar pressures and their imaginative interventions
are of universal interest. This book is awash with extraordinary
examples, offering fresh approaches, practices, and ways of thinking in a
variety of contexts. Ramparsad Banwari et al. (Ch. 16) critically analyse
and apply a universal design for learning (UDL) approach to course
design in South Africa. They highlight how social and design justice can
be attained by expanding conceptions of access and equity to explicitly
address “barriers that are faced by students who have been excluded,
marginalised, or diminished because of their skin colour, language,
ethnicity, gender, and/or sexual orientation”. Molloy and Thomson (Ch.
17), from their standpoints as learning designers in Irish /UK universities,
explain how aspirational values are implemented in the work of learning
designers who offer “good help” in ways that are generative, iterative,
and positive, guiding towards achievement in small steps and eventually
leading to “transformational changes”. These and other examples of
locally grounded work provide insights into their unique contexts, as
well as bringing new insights, inspiration, and avenues for change-
making to other HE contexts.

Tenet Five: Make positive change, here and now

An overriding message across all chapters in this book is that change is
indeed possible, and that now is the time. The chorus of voices in this
book only amplifies de Sousa Santos’s (2012) invocation: “In my mind we
are at a juncture which our complexity scientists would characterise as
a situation of bifurcation. Minimal movements in one or other direction
may produce major and irreversible changes. Such is the magnitude of
our responsibility” (p. 12).

Change means looking to the past as well as to the future. Moving
forward often requires taking care to repair the past in meaningful
ways. Exploitations of the past live on in the present and universities
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are complicit, criticised for perpetuating past injustices and for failing
to address colonial and apartheid pasts (Makoe, Ch. 12). In HE
locations such as Australia, Canada, and the United States, for example,
acknowledging the past means acknowledging the land stolen from
Indigenous peoples for universities to be built. Important steps to heal
the past can be taken in different ways. Change can take the form of
redress, moving beyond “sitting on our hands” to think practically about
“back rent” (Bowles, Ch. 15). Indeed, Connell (2019), the author of the
afterword of this book, has made practical suggestions for taxes to be
paid to developing countries for the “international” students who bolster
the coffers of universities in the Global North (as Bowles points out).

Making change also means recognising that streams become rivers:
smallchanges matter and genuine changeis possible. In thisbook are many
examples of seemingly small changes, having affected one individual,
one class, or one course. Hordatt Gentles (Ch. 20) describes a conscious
decision to adopt a pedagogy of care in her teaching. Kuhn et al. (Ch.
21) describe a class studying social change who made and shared lists
of indigenous trees in English, Swahili, and other local languages. Small
changes can be contagious and inspiring; they can have ripple effects, in
both intended and unintended ways, oftentimes unknown. The students
who developed lists of trees shared openly decided to plant trees in
the community around the university, making impossible-to-measure
changes to university-community relationships and indeed to climate
change mitigation. Work done locally can have huge consequences, “no
matter how far we think we are from each other and how different from
the ‘other’, we are all very intimately interconnected” (Gebru, 2022).

Large-scale changes can grow from a multitude of small changes
and can also happen in both planned and unplanned ways. Indeed, as
Wittel (Ch. 7) points out so aptly: “The most astonishing realisation
about changes due to lockdown was the fact that many well-established
procedures could not only be changed, but they could also be changed
with lightning speed. Furthermore, these changes all handed over power
to university teachers, or more precisely, the changes handed power back
to university teachers.”

Planned large-scale changes are complex, as Arinto et al. (Ch. 24)
show, using the framework of an ecology with biotic and abiotic nodes
and components to illustrate the intentional design of a national and
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very diverse HE sector, requiring several modalities across 7,000 islands
and 182 ethnolinguistic groups. Misra and Mishra (Ch. 25) explore
specific challenges within a national higher education sector, outlining
specific recommendations towards making (or remaking) HEIs as open
knowledge institutions (OKIs).

Effective progressive change is strengthened by communality, the
condition of belonging to a community, the condition of being communal.
It is most powerful when forged through coalition. After all, “it is in
the many acts, small and large, acting in constellations and collectivities,
over time and place that bear results” (Sultana, 2022).

Calls for and enactments of community and coalition are rich threads
through the book, with authors writing of the importance of engaging
collectively, in partnership, in communities of practice, in prosocial
communities, in open communities, and in networks — within HEIs,
across HEIs, between HEIs and wider communities, beyond HEIs,
and across borders of all kinds. The work of creating this book has
been a communal and border-crossing act. In seeking to share diverse
perspectives, in every sense, and to affirm openness in the process, we
have taken inspiration from Mounzer (2016): “The only way to make
borders meaningless is to keep insisting on crossing them... For when
you cross a border, you are not only affirming its permeability, but also
changing the landscape on both sides”.

Manifesting communal change is not easy in cultures that reward
individualism and competition, yet such change is possible. For
example, Fabian et al. (Ch. 22) describe a complex university project
that entailed an intentional effort to create something that none of the
seven organisations involved could have achieved alone, resulting in
a “way of working together... which centred on principles of mutual
respect and trust, of valuing each other’s knowledge and expertise, of
collaborative working practices and consensus-based decision making”.
In writing of the FemEdTech Quilt project as a communal activity, Bell
et al. (Ch. 10) draw on Braidotti’s (2022) work on posthuman feminism,
espousing affirmative ethics “stressing diversity while asserting that
we are in this posthuman convergence together” and relational ethics
“assum[ing] one cares enough to minimise the fractures and seek for
generative alliances” (p.237). Communal change in HE, though often
exceptionally challenging, can bring unique rewards: “The process of



50 Higher Education for Good

becoming, exemplified by both the quilts and the FemEdTech network,
has been a sustaining joyful practice of what happens in the spaces
of coming-together (care, joy, hope, awe) in the face of crisis and the
pressure of advanced capitalism” (Bell et al.).

Dwelling in hope

The delineation of the five tenets listed above does not imply a sequence
or flow, any idea of completion, or even a single manifesto. Rather,
the contributors to this book, individually and together as a diverse
chorus, offer ways forward towards “good” higher education through
imagination, openness, heart, and hope.

As the traditional saying goes: the best time to plant a tree is twenty
years ago, the second-best time is now. Through its ideas, this book seeds
many trees in both fertile and seemingly barren soil; they will grow
through commitment and hope.

In our work and thinking, prior to and during the process of editing
this book, we have been inspired by numerous perspectives on and
analyses of hope — practical, critical, radical, epistemic, and existential
hope (Butler, 2000; Facer, 2016; Freire, 1994; Ojala, 2017; Schwittay, 2021;
Solnit & Lutunatabua, 2023). We conclude, however, with our own
understanding of hope, galvanised by the contributors to this book and
specific to the work of (re)making higher education for good.

Hope is firmly rooted in the belief that it is never too late.

Hope is practical. It means taking action, being disciplined, making
plans.

Hope is impractical. It means dreaming, being undisciplined, being
open-ended.

Hope is strengthened when practised in solidarity with others. It
means building and strengthening alliances, coalitions, communities.

Hope is contested and contradictory. And yet whatever its form, it is
essential.

Without hope, there would be no future worth living.

Depending on the challenges, the context, the timing, the resources
available, and the will of all involved, the creative and critical work of
building a just, humane, and globally sustainable higher education is
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always beginning — as beautifully expressed in one of Sherri Spelic’s
poems (Ch. 2):

If my students and I build anything at all
we must build imaginations

If my students and I build
a city of care

a province of justice
a nation of acceptance

We are never done
and always beginning.
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1. Writing from the wreckage:
Austerity and the public university

Robin DeRosa

I came to explore the wreck.

The words are purposes.

The words are maps.

I came to see the damage that was done
and the treasures that prevail.

(Adrienne Rich, “Diving into the Wreck”)

Asdomany of uswhoidentify aslifelong English majors, I start most of my
writing projects by reading. Of course, there is focused research — quite
a lot of which went into my preparation for this chapter. But there is
also the reading that English majors do around the edges of any writing
project: to procrastinate, to find inspiration in others who have managed
to somehow put together a coherent story, to feel the hefty weight of a
thick book instead of the glaring vacantness of a blank screen. I knew
this chapter would centre on the ravaging effects of austerity on higher
education and I felt instantly overwhelmed by the fatigue that the topic
generates in my brain, by the anxiety it generates in my stomach, by
the existential tickle that it generates in my soul that there is no choice
but to find a glimmer of hope in the wreckage. So, I reached not for my
keyboard, but for a book to distract or, if I were lucky, catalyse me. Eddie
S. Glaude Jr’s biography of James Baldwin, Begin Again, was on my desk
waiting for this moment. I opened it and read the epigraph from James
Baldwin (quoted by his brother, David):

I pray I have done my work... when I've gone from here, and all the
turmoil, through the wreckage, and rubble, and through whatever,
when someone finds themselves digging through the ruins... I pray
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that somewhere in that wreckage they’ll find me, somewhere in that
wreckage that they use something I've left behind. (Glaude, 2021)

The quote reminded me of Adrienne Rich’s “Diving into the Wreck” — a
poem that is at least partially responsible for making me a college
English major. At the crossroads of these two writers, each one offering
up the shards of broken systems that had almost broken them, I found
the fortitude to begin this chapter. Baldwin and Rich catalyse my work
here not just because of how they specifically wrote against the racist,
sexist, heteronormative contexts that surrounded them and which
deeply inflect higher education today, but also because I came to their
work through the study of literature. As literature degrees are accused
of failing to train students for the realities of today’s labour market
(nobody is advertising for a humanist after all!), it seems to me both
ironic and not coincidental that literature degrees are also excellent
at equipping students with the critical thinking skills we need to see
through that absurd accusation.

Across many parts of the world, we are being spoon-fed a dominant
narrative about higher education: that we need to cut institutional
spending, that public funding is never returning, that universities are
rigid and outdated, that learning that serves markets is always best
for learners, that teaching has given way to indoctrination. However,
a close reading will demonstrate that these are parts of a calculated
grift. In this chapter, in the spirit of the poets, playwrights, readers and
humanists who have inspired me, I hope to lay out the detritus of a
deeply broken system and refuse the easy solutions that would package
it all up into something we do not need, something that we pay for with
our humanity.

23 years ago, I started teaching as an adjunct at my regional public
university in a small, rural town in New Hampshire, United States. I
was finishing my dissertation at a university near Boston when I moved
up here as a trailing partner to Phil, who had a one-year position as
a sculpture professor. Within a year, Phil had secured a tenure-track
position in art, and within three years, I was on the tenure-track in
English. We loved our colleagues! We loved our students! We built a
house in the mountains, adopted a dog, and had a daughter who grew
up on campus. It feels now like that was another era.
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This year, at the age of 59, Phil left our university in a massive buyout
that ended up in a 25% reduction in the college’s full-time faculty. We
are not sure we will be able to afford his early retirement, but he was not
sure he would physically or mentally survive the pressure to innovate
his program into something newer and shinier (newer and shinier
than art!). I go to work now, and it feels lonelier there without him and
without so many of my other colleagues who have left. Some of their
own choosing, and others — especially staff —due to being “right-
sized” out of their jobs. The sculpture major was abandoned when Phil
left. As programs get cut, I worry that one day we will have only criminal
justice, nursing, and business courses left.

Despite it all, this little university has phenomenal caring faculty and
staff and its earliest history as a teachers’ college probably has much to
do with its persistent belief that education is core to a community. But in
the shadows of our teaching-focused mission and our bucolic mountain
views, harsh realities are lurking. You can count on one hand the faculty
of colour at this predominantly white institution. BIPOC students here
can feel surveilled and unsafe, as locals with confederate flags on their
trucks cruise up and down Main Street. Students with mobility-related
disabilities cannot manage the deteriorating walkways, especially in
winter when they are not shovelled promptly. Almost every student I
talk to is facing money-related issues: high tuition, student debt (both
of which are among the highest in the nation), food insecurity, juggling
a job on top of school, and on and on. In 2020, when COVID-19 came
calling, professors like me lamented how hard life suddenly became, but
for many of my students (and contingent faculty and undercompensated
staff), the general message I heard was: “yeah, it’s harder now, but for
the most part, we were already just barely getting by”.

How have public higher education systems, not just in America but
in so many places around the world, devolved into such a gut punch?
Or perhaps more accurately, how have public higher education systems
always contained within themselves the seeds of the gut punch that
is right now, at this moment, bringing so many of us to our knees? I
am writing this to/for/with the gut punched. Maybe you are like Phil
and you were forced into an early retirement as your college’s budget
contracted. Maybe you aren’t that lucky, and you are an underpaid
contingent faculty member working at four different institutions, hoping
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you don’t get COVID-19, because you have no health insurance. Maybe
you teach in the liberal arts, and you fear retrenchment. Maybe you are
a staff member who has absorbed the jobs of two other people who were
let go, so you have three times the workload even though you haven't
had even a cost-of-living raise in years. Maybe the lab you manage can’t
afford to replace broken microscopes, or maybe the last time it rained,
the ceiling of your library collapsed just a short distance away from your
desk (yes, it happened to me a few weeks ago). Maybe you teach at
Harvard, and you have no idea what I am talking about. But probably
you don’t teach at Harvard. Since most faculty don’t teach there, and
most students don’t go there.

You can get a sense of just how engulfing this austerity is of faculty,
staff professional, and personal wellbeing as you read the interspersed
boxed quotations from people working, struggling in colleges and
universities, who shared their experiences with me as I prepared to
write this piece. My own experience is situated in the United States, but
the voices that reached out to me in response to my call about labouring
under austerity were from multiple countries including the UK, India,
Canada, Mexico, and Australia. Unfortunately, while the contexts and
details are distinct, there are many common threads in the stories I hear
from colleagues around the world.

I likely don't have to

I worry that the 20% of my salary tell you what “austerity”

going into retirement savings won't is. Those of us labouring
be enough because my body and
brain will be broken far before their
time. | worry that | will not be able to
survive. In times past, money was

under austerity know in our
bones that it goes far beyond
anaemic budgets and endless

tight but people cared about one

another. And that's what's different
about the austerity logic of today--it's
not just that money must be saved, it
is that administrators cannot even
bring themselves to admit how their
choices and words hurt the real
people around them.

bean counting, and that there
is a pervasive austerity logic
that constricts not just our
budgets, but every facet of
what we do. It permeates our
bodies and our minds and
changes our experience of

working in higher education. But to begin to deconstruct the logic of
austerity, we must look to the framework that surrounds it.
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The vocabulary of austerity

The word “neoliberal” has an odour of jargon about it; it is part of
neoliberalism’s insidiousness that every time you bring it up, someone
will roll their eyes because the term feels so very academic. My goal here
is to try to break it down in plain language, because austerity describes
what it’s like to labour and learn at most colleges and universities these
days. But neoliberalism tells us why.

Broadly, the principles that guide neoliberal logic cohere around
(Mintz, 2021):

the efficiency of the free market and the deregulation and privatization
of the public sector that markets require; tax reduction; abandoning the
welfare state; and replacing the notion of the public good with a personal
responsibility for one’s own welfare. (para. 2)

Despite these broad commonalities, the manifestations of neoliberalism
are historically and geographically specific. As an American writer who
is most familiar with the US context, I am mindful not only of how
Americentric analyses can colonise other analytical possibilities, but
also of how US influence has colonised educational systems in ways that
serve to engender neoliberal trends in other countries. In 2010, one UK
report called the privatisation of UK universities the “Americanization
of higher education”, explaining that both the Labour and Tory parties
envision the emergence of a system more like that in the US (University
and College Union, 2010). In other parts of the world, the privatising
forces of the United States are less merely influential than they are
violently colonising. In the 1980’s, the US had stated policy (as did
the IMF and World Bank) advocating for privatisation in sub-Saharan
Africa and tying aid missions to activities that cultivated privatisation
(Fenske, 2007). Today, Bridge International, an American company, has
more than four hundred “innovative” schools in Kenya and Uganda. In
January 2016, the Liberian education minister announced that the entire
pre-primary and primary education system would be outsourced to
Bridge (Tyre, 2017).

Whether it is India’s shift from funding educational institutions with
government grants to funding them with “resources from the market
on the basis of equity from individuals or corporate entities through
bonds” (Parey, 2019), the rise of the for-profit university industry in
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Switzerland (Lanci, 2022), or the fact that over 70% of college students
in some countries in Latin America (Chile, El Salvador, Peru) are
educated in private universities (Internacional de la Educatién, 2020),
across many parts of the world, there is a shift from public infrastructure
to private. With this shift comes a shifting of funding away from direct
instruction, increasing inequities, and a troubling confusion about the
role and value of “public” institutions worldwide.

The words “public” and “private” become murky when we use them
to talk about neoliberalism in education. Certainly, one obvious example
of neoliberalism at work in a US context is with school vouchers, which
allow parent-taxpayers in many states to use tax funds that would
normally go to public schools to fund private educations for their
own children instead. This is what Ball and Youdell call “exogenous”
privatisation, where private interests —represented as partnerships
or initiatives — absorb public dollars and infrastructures. It contrasts
but shares core values with “endogenous” privatisation, where public
schools use organising principles and strategies from business, where
academic leaders explicitly claim that their schools and colleges indeed
are businesses because they require the logic of business to operate
(Ball & Youdell, 2008, p. 18). It works both ways: transfer resources
from public to private investments or transfer operational models from
private to public organisations. Either way you slice it, you've got a lot
of slippage between two words that most people think of as antonym:s.

Proponents of both exogenous and endogenous privatisation obscure
the fact that they are replacing the public good with private interest.
Instead, neoliberalism depends upon a fundamental belief (or ruse) that
capitalism is indeed good for society. But free market capitalism, where
consumers get to decide how to spend their money, and their decisions
control prices and drive innovation as different products compete
for their attention, is not as well suited to some “products” as it is to
others. When you are not talking about products at all, but processes
that undergird quality of life (education, health, communication, safety,
justice), it can be problematic to apply the logic of markets.

The cuts in education are not made because education is too costly
but because capitalism demands continuous growth and (un)naturally
encroaches on systems and relationships that are not a good match for
market logic. There are dramatic parallels to be made between for-profit
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hospitals, for-profit prisons, and for-profit education (I would posit that
itis not coincidental that two of the more robust majors at my precarious
public college are nursing and criminal justice). But it is not just the
exogenous examples like this where profit is the point. It is the
endogenous examples as well, where our non-profit and public
organisations in health care, in criminal justice, in education, begin to
behave like for-profit organisations. This is capitalism not as an economic
system, but as an organising logic, and this is why austerity is not only
about cutting costs, but also about measuring what matters by using
metrics that come from the world of business.

Counting beans is not

Our team has grown by 50% while just a way of doing more
our responsibilities have grown by
200% and our pay has stagnated—
and this was before the added stress lean, or frugal- Counting
of Covid. Students notice how busy beans is most notably about
we are and apologize for taking up
our time. Everyone is just constantly
in a state of near burnout while beans, “beans”, so that they
earning low wages in a high cost-of- can be counted. A parallel
living location. | know we could do
amazing things to transform the
learning experience if we just had a you quantify a student’s
bit more invested in us, both as learning in a course on
individuals and as a profession.

with less, being efficient,

calling things that are not

in teaching might be when

American literature as an

87.25 — whatever scientific
rubrics you might have used to assign that grade. I think we can agree
that student learning or performance cannot be quantified so precisely.
The neoliberal university insists on grades not so much because it is
unenlightened, punitive, rigorous, or objective, but because grades
are the logical outcome of a system that is essentially a widget factory
that launders complex relationships, processes, and ideas (learning)
into a commodity.

From the public good to private goods

For-profit colleges in the US have recently taken a lot of heat for how
they exploit students looking to invest in themselves and their own
learning. They are persuasive illustrations of what Giroux (2016) calls
“casino capitalism” which he describes as “driven by an unchecked
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desire to accumulate capital at all costs” fully apart from any kind of
social responsibility. Tressie McMillan Cottom demonstrates the grift
of the for-profits in her 2017 book, Lower Ed. But for-profit colleges are
just the most explicit layer of a larger neoliberal pattern, which now
insidiously undergirds the entire US higher educational system —a
system in which the burden of educational costs is transferred from
public communities to individual private consumers. In a 2022 opinion
piece for The New York Times, Cottom (2022) tells the story of how a
group of benefactors paid off all past due tuition bills in collection for
graduates of Bennett College, a historically Black non-profit women'’s
college:

We knew that student loan debt was most expensive for the families
who had the most to lose, and we kept offering the loans with the same
cheerful promise: It's worth it. When you are scammed by a friend, itis a
shame. When your country scams you, it is a fraud.

In discussing the benefactors’ gift, Cottom (2022) writes:

The biggest deal is not the cash that forgiveness might free up and which
could be spent on rising housing costs or used to pad their savings. The
Bennett leaders I spoke with say the most tangible benefit is that students
who owe the college money can now get access to their academic
transcripts, proving that they have in fact attended school.

The withholding of transcripts is a telling marker of how commodified
education has become. Its value inheres as much in the credential as
in the learning that the credential symbolises. As learning is shifted
from a process to a transaction, and students are shifted from learners
to consumers, public funding can be reduced, because why should the
“public” pay for a private good?

Despite the amount of time that journalists spend reporting on the
Ivy League or online private behemoths, 80% of all college students in
the US attend public institutions that are, in fact, not even close to being
fully publicly funded (National Center for Education Statistics, 2022).
Welch (2015) reports that the state share of revenues for Michigan State,
the University of Illinois, and the University of California at Berkeley
“reduced by more than half between 1987 and 2012, and state support
for the University of Oregon plummet[ed] in that period from 36 percent
to 9 percent.”
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This defunding often dovetails with fiscal crises such as the 2008
global financial crisis. But even during periods of economic recovery,
funding in most places still looks like a downward spiral. California
demonstrates this pattern: “In the early 1990s, California contributed
78 percent of the total cost per student, a number that had shrunk to 37
percent by the 2015-16 academic year.” This adds to a decidedly non-
public bottom line for the public university budget:

In 2019-20, state contributions were only around 10 percent of UC core
operating funds, which provide permanent support for the mission of the
university and the administrative and support services needed to carry
it out. Other revenue came primarily from private sources, especially
tuition and fees. (Hamilton and Nielsen, 2021)

As public funding declines, the burden to cover a college’s operating
expenses falls more and more to students and their families. Similar
cycles of public defunding, economic crisis, failed recovery, and the
transition of costs to students and their families are playing out across
the globe. In India, both the centre and the states have divested from
public higher education, and expenditure on higher education has
declined from 0.86% of the GDP in 2011 to just 0.52% in 2020 (Qamar,
2022a). In 2022, the union minister of higher education, Dharmendra
Pradhan, advised the Indian people that they should let go of the idea
that universities must be funded only by the government (Qamar,
2022b). In South Africa, the 2022 academic year began with significant
student protests, as public universities faced ZAR10 billion (US$650
million) student funding shortfall (Naidu, 2022). Even China, which
from 2006 to 2013 saw massive increases in public funding of higher
education, has seen public funding allocations increase by less than 2%
per year since 2013, meaning that on a per student basis, public funding
in China is declining (Usher, 2022).

The ramifications of public defunding are sometimes clear, as in the
case of American student loan debt — an obvious display of the transfer
of college costs to individual student consumers. Still, we don’t talk as
much about institutional debt which combines with public defunding
to promote institutional corporatisation: “Between 2003 and 2016,
institutional debt at public and community colleges more than doubled,
rising from $73 billion to $151 billion. In that time, interest payments
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on this debt nearly doubled as well” (Schirmer, 2021). The effect of this
kind of debt on the public mission of our colleges is severe:

These loans are not innocuous sources of financing for our institutions.
Legally binding debt service obligations stipulate that repayments must
be an institution’s first budgetary priority; debt covenants constitute
powerful drivers of university austerity. Thus, when institutions
encounter financial troubles (such as a global pandemic), they must
respond first and foremost to their obligations to creditors before
addressing the needs of the educational communities they serve. Debt
financing creates an asymmetrical power relation between creditors (big
banks) and debtors (colleges and universities). This relationship subjects
public higher education to free-market evaluations of a school’s risk and
value, often reinforcing racist and classist ideas. Because securing funds
depends on an institution’s credit rating, credit rating agencies operate
as universities” shadow governors. These private financial institutions
are anything but democratic. They are not elected or even appointed by
elected officials. Their chief concerns are not the public good but returns
on investments. (Schirmer, 2021)

Schirmer asserts that from 3% to 10% of institutions’ total revenue goes
to the interest and fees for private creditors. She cites this whopper of a
statistic about the City University of New York: “37 percent of students’
tuition and fees goes to paying CUNY’s annual debt service” (Schirmer,
2021).

As institutional debt rises and public funding shrinks, it’s imprudent
to spend time criticising the one or two desperate “lazy rivers” that have
been installed by colleges looking to make themselves more attractive
to student consumers. The dominant narrative of our institutions is
not gross overspending, it is that nothing is safe from tactics that could
make anything, even direct instruction cheaper. The overreliance on
contingent faculty is the starkest example of the under-resourcing of
instruction. Welch (2015) notes:

While 75 percent of US college and university faculty at the start of the
1970s had the security of long-term tenure-track employment, today
more than 75 percent of instructional faculty are classified ‘contingent’,
teaching on contracts as short as a single semester, typically without
healthcare, disability, and retirement benefits.

Between 1990 and 2012, “part-time faculty employment increased 121
percent, with adjunct positions in the public 4-year sector increasing the
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most” (Anthony et. al, 2020). And while it is hard to meaningfully
compare percentages between systems in different countries, the
casualisation of postsecondary faculty is an escalating trend across
Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, and North and South America.

Cuts to  instruction

are coupled with a focus

Positions like this are the reason so on the generation of new
many young(ish—I'm 40), excellent

scholars and teachers are leaving the
academy. If you're going to bargain sometimes look like splashy,

with our lives and livelihoods—and consumer_targeted Spendlng
quality of life, because good luck

revenues. While this can

GEHliAG:E MAFEKE BT § EFHSTE (lazy rivers, million-dollar

contract and good luck having kids if scoreboards, extravagant
you don't know whether you'll have dorms), more common are
health insurance in a year—you don't
get our loyalty, excellence, or

expertise. funding models from public

clever partnerships that shift

to private sources. This is

a double-edged endeavour
where students shoulder costs, but the private market promises a return
on investment. For example, “workforce development” is a model
where private companies spur public colleges to create curriculum
that essentially outsources the training of the future employees to the
educational system, and colleges in turn can promise their graduates
that they will be in-demand by the labour force when they complete
their degree. The casino is open, and we are laying down bets fast and
furious to keep the lights on.

If casino capitalism is about selling degrees and debt, another way
that learning is commodified is what Welch (2015) calls academic
capitalism, where a “new army of academic administrators carries out
a long-term project of repackaging education and research as profitable
commodities in an economy presumed to depend on the production of
services and ideas rather than the production of durable goods” (Welch,
2015). This is less about fast profits and more about turning a knowledge
commons into a knowledge economy, where education itself — not just
its credentials and certificates — operates to serve markets that depend
on information, skills, and innovation. We can even promise preparation
for jobs that have not even been invented yet, a “futureproofing” of
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graduates by exposing them to hi-tech makerspaces filled with robotic
equipment that will likely be outdated in eight months.

And of course, what matters most here are our students, whose very
bodies are poised on a precipice above this public-private riptide. This
is no more painfully evident than in discussion of “the demographic
cliff”. While some regions face growing higher education enrolments
(even as public funding still contracts), many areas of the United States,
including in the Northeast where I work, are facing the shrinking of
the college-aged population. Many scholars foresee these declines
continuing. There is really no way to overstate the intense panic this
produces amongst enrolment managers and the extent to which that
panic tightens the academic budgets they influence. The “student body”,
then, is transformed from a collective body (that generates collective
benefits through education) into individual bodies (that are valued by
their tuition dollars and competitive earning potential). As consumers
and products, students in this scenario are targets of both investment
(the customer is always right!), and exploitation (hobbled by debt and
often years shy of graduation, many students leave college cheated out
of the returns they were promised).

Enjoying the view from the top of the demographic cliff that helped
to make him famous is economist Nathan D. Grawe, whose 2018 book
Demographics and the Demand for Higher Education supplanted many
contributing factors to the enrolment crisis (public defunding, student
debt, tuition limits, mismanagement, rampant financialisation) with
just one overdetermined variable (demographics). This turned a
complex landscape into “a

Our university has moved toward a technical problem with only
decentralized budget model called
"Responsibility-Centered
Management" in which individual Whitener, 2021). A slew of
schools are awarded funds based on consulting companies
class enrollments and number of
majors, basically a "butts in seats"
model. It runs the risk of pitting clarify the demographic
colleagues against each other in the trends and offer enrolment
pursuit of growing enrollments and
can provide motivation to water
down curriculum to appease students seems to me to be a pattern

looking to maintain a high GPA with worth  paying  attention
little time or effort.

technical fixes” (Nemser &

quickly stepped in to help

management solutions. This

to — when solutions are sold
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by the same source that shapes the problem, there is cause for scepticism.
It reminds me of what open education advocate, Rajiv Jhangiani (2019)
says about trusting textbook companies to solve the problem of high
textbook costs through programs like automatic textbook billing or
inclusive access: “It’s like leasing a fire extinguisher from a serial
arsonist.” This is a cycle that inflects higher education under
neoliberalism. It is very hard to locate a starting point or separate cause
from effect because the problems and the solutions are mixed.

This “devolutionary cycle” explains how public defunding and public
universities’ privatising solutions are enmeshed in a dysfunctional
symbiosis (Newfield, 2016). It is impossible to disconnect the cultural
faith we have in private solutions from the pressing need our public
institutions require to seek them out. Thought leaders like Grawe (2018)
are not only recognising a problem (demographic challenges); they are
generating one (public higher education is broken). Naomi Klein called
out this phenomenon in her 2007 book, The Shock Doctrine. She charted
how “disaster capitalism” manufactures crises to open opportunities for
austerity and market-oriented solutionism.

On March 23, 2020, days after COVID-19 pushed a majority of higher
education institutions online (the “remote pivot”, which sounds like a

lovely pas-de-deux instead of
the chaotic horror story that

it was for most faculty and
students), the lead story on
Yahoo Finance was positively
giddy: “Amid novel
coronavirus outbreak, for-
profit education stocks are
expected to gain manifold as
online educators are viewing
shutdowns as an opportunity
to increase its reach among
students” (Zacks Equity

For me the nightmare has been of
being on short-term contracts for
almost two decades. The longest
contract was three years - that was
incredible. Sometimes there was a
break of a few months between
contracts which meant that the
regulations stopped applying to me
because when | started the next
contract it was considered to be
starting all over again.

Research, 2020). A headline on Inside Higher Ed stated it matter-of-factly:
“Ed-Tech Vendors Confront Sudden Opportunity and Risk” (Seltzer,
2020). The diction of opportunity and risk demonstrates how crisis
functions to drive capitalism. The opportunities here are not about
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serving learners; they are about profit margins. The risks here are not
about global pandemic and death; they are about unrecouped financial
investment. How can we understand the needs of students and serve
learning goals when our “solutions” are solving a problem that is not
shaped by either?

Pandemics, changing demographics, recessions, wars, natural
disasters, climate change, shifting labour markets — I don’t know, take
your pick. They are real, difficult, many of them are undeniably awful,
terrifying, and could be called a “crisis” by any reasonable person.
However, there is also a slippage where the object of the crisis is blamed
for the crisis itself. As in any situation where a victim is blamed for
crimes against them, public colleges and universities are characterised
not as healthy systems that need to respond to a challenge but as broken
systems whose failures are at least in part responsible for the state of
crisis itself.

Yet, instead of sounding alarm bells, most colleges and universities
are obscuring the ideological effects of austerity by adopting a pretence
of agency, as if it is an empowering choice to pull our institutions up by
our bootstraps and innovate our way to sustainability: “Terminologies
of right-sizing, student-centred, restructuring and reimagining are
being used to create committees that recommend the elimination of

disciplines, programs and
| was "asked" to manage a campus-
wide retention intervention with no
financial resources, a lack of campus the market-driven corporate
buy-in, and no staffing. | was doing universities that are built on
the role of three people plus part of
my old role, all while being a first-
time parent of a newborn. It became enterprises” (Dutt-
clear that it was no longer healthy Ballerstadt, 2022). As public
nor safe for me to function in this
environment. | left that role, and was
not replaced. The division was oriented diction
dissolved, and my work was split off (togetherness and needs)
onto others...who did not receive any
title changes or compensation.

majors that no longer serve

revenue-generating

institutions, we mix public-

with  privatising  diction
(right-sizing, brands, value

propositions,  consumers),
reflecting the way that we have internalised privatisation, allowing our
missions to be shaped by forces that are more aligned with the corporate
world than with public education. So, when “partnerships” with
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corporate America come knocking, we open the doors wide because
these partnerships are perfectly aligned with the academic capitalism of
our institutions, where we seek solutions to fix what we are told (by
corporate influence) is broken.

We might think about whether we are using the word “broken” as
an adjective or a verb. Does it describe the condition of public higher
education itself, or what is being done to it? One clue comes from the
fact that the demographic cliff hitting my public university in New
Hampshire — which has caused us to cut several long-standing liberal
arts majors and minors in the last couple of years — is not hitting Ivy
League Dartmouth, just an hour down the road. Welch (2015) argues:

In the neoliberal reordering of higher education, students at elite private
and state flagship universities may still major in...women’s studies,
Africana studies, German, music performance, public history, and
linguistics; it is from campuses meant to produce skilled workers that
such programs are cut. (Welch 2015)

One of the “problems” with the liberal arts, in fact, is that its purpose is
not primarily tied to economic markets. Busteed (2019) calls this out as
“collusion in the growth of an intellectual oligarchy in which only the
very richest and most prestigious institutions preserve access to liberal
arts traditions.”

The devaluation of the liberal arts is directly related to the increase in
public-private partnerships that are changing the ideological dimensions
of colleges and universities, and not, I should add, in the way that the
extreme right is claiming. One key stage of this process has been the
explosion of OPM (Online Program Management) deals which can be
anything from technical infrastructure to help schools offer online courses
to a complete outsourcing of everything related to delivering an online
degree, e.g. “all-inclusive distance-learning programs rebranded under
the institution’s name” (Mattes, 2015). In 2011, the US Department of
Education issued guidance that permitted a new profit-sharing model,
where OPM companies which are not accredited as schools, assume the
bulk of the financial risk in launching online offerings, but also the bulk
of the financial rewards if the program is successful. Today, at least 550
US colleges have such arrangements, and the OPM industry has global
revenue of an estimated $8 billion, with much of that money flowing
directly from federal student loans (Bannon & Smith, 2022). Students
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sometimes enrol in courses at public universities such as the University
of Oregon or the University of Central Florida and never realise that
none of the curriculum or instruction is coming from the school listed
at the top of their course website (Bannon & Smith, 2022). What this
means is not that the door to corporate influence is open but that there
are essentially no walls at all between the corporate world and public
education.

It should surprise no one when the University of Nike emerges.
Joshua Hunt’s 2018 book, University of Nike: How Corporate Cash Bought
American Higher Education, tells a sordid story about how the University
of Oregon bent to the will of corporate mega donor, Phil Knight.
However, the tale implicates neoliberalism itself as much as it critiques
Knight and the university leadership that got in bed with him to enrich
the military industrial complex during the Cold War (Crepeau, 2018).
At Brown University (my alma mater), faculty recently voted against
the creation of a new Center for Philosophy, Politics and Economics. The
student newspaper reports:

For those opposing the PPE Center, the principal concern lies with the
influence of dark money in higher education... PPE and similar centers at
other universities, such as Duke and the University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill, have been funded by...billionaire and conservative political
mega-donor Charles Koch. (Cigarroa, 2022)

I remember being an undergrad at Brown. I can almost imagine myself
teaching there, seated at a fancy seminar table underneath a ceiling
that is caving in on me. It would probably be easy to walk away from
even a billion-dollar Koch check. But at Flagler College, a private liberal
arts school in Florida with a graduation rate in the 50% range, it will
likely not be so easy to pass up the five-million-dollar gift offered for an
“Institute of Classical Education”, championed by a college trustee who
also chairs the board of a nationwide charter school network created by
Hillsdale College — a private Christian college that has become a major
player in America’s culture wars. Kathryn Joyce (2022) describes the
trend: “Big-money conservative interests are proposing and creating
a roster of educational centers dedicated to conservative ideology or
laissez-faire economics, often wrapped in the language of ‘classical

7

education’, “civics’ or ‘“freedom’.
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It’s more than fair to see a distinction between smash-and-grab for-
profit universities and struggling public colleges forced into difficult
cuts. The American for-profit

My director decided to "right-size" FastTrain College allegedly
our library. Five out of five librarians

left, and he replaced them with one: enrolled 1300 students
me. | cannot cover everything which lacking eligibility
needs' be done, and | gnd up feeling requirements  (like  high
so guilty. I've had panic attacks
before work, cried myself to sleep.
The stress has exacerbated my could take in $6.5 million in
chronic illnesses; I'm afraid some of
these issues will end up being with ) Y
me for the rest of my life. | loans. The CEO hired “the
understand that everyone is coping sluttiest girls he could find”
with financial binds, but surely there
are less damaging ways. | love
academia, but it's trying to kill me. (Quandt, 2015). It's so

hideous, it’s hard to believe!

school diplomas) so they

federal student grants and

to act as admissions reps

On one level, it’s nothing like the painful erosion of the Women’s Studies
program at my own public university, which year by year lost more
faculty and courses due to budget cuts and declining enrolments. But
the neoliberal logic that drives FastTrain also drives cuts to publicly
funded Women'’s Studies programs. The misogyny that lurks inside
each of these examples is not a bug but a feature of neoliberalism,
eroding not just public universities but the “public” as a citizenry. This
is neoliberalism as corrosive to social justice and to democracy itself.

Call it what it is

Across the globe, fascism, authoritarianism, neo-Nazism, and populism
are all on the rise. In Europe, far right parties have participated in
coalition governments (Finland, the Netherlands, Switzerland, Estonia,
Latvia), become major political players (Italy, Sweden, Spain, France),
and infiltrated formerly moderate parties (Poland) (Freedman, 2022).
The Assistant Commissioner of Australia’s national police agency
warned in 2021 that far right extremism is the country’s fastest-growing
threat (Xinhua, 2021). In recent years, conservative governments or
governments with significant anti-democratic elements have gained
increasing political power in Japan, India, the Philippines, Thailand, and
Cambodia (Chacko & Jayasuriya, 2018). Brazil is leading a “third wave”
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of the Latin American far right shaped by neoliberalism and military
power illustrated by the presidency of Jair Bolsonaro (Goldstein, 2022).
(Lula’s defeat of Bolsonaro just as this book goes to press changes that
landscape somewhat.) Though the particulars shift by year and by
region, this is a disturbing political trend.

The United States, basking in the frightening afterglow of the Trump
presidency, makes for an apt case study in the relationship between
neoliberalism and the rise of

We recently saw our administration authoritarianism. Donald
slow down the implementation of a Trump, educated at elite
"Race, Equity and Inclusion" General
Education requirement and make
optional a first-year book (previously kindergarten through
a requirement) that was related to college, once gloated at a
the history of racism in our country.
The fear was that such activities on
our campus would draw the ire of the poorly educated! We're the
state and they would punish us by smartest people, we're the
further decreasing our funding. So
the less the state supports us
financially, the more control they 2016). While popular author

have. and political conservative

private institutions from

political rally “I love the

most  loyal!”  (“Trump”,

J.D. Vance exclaims that

because they indoctrinate young people, “professors are the enemy”
(Reichman, 2021). It is not scholars or teachers who are rapidly
indoctrinating the masses. Whether it is Trump “making America great
again” or Akesson “making Sweden good again”, there is a correlation
between the oppressive politics — xenophobic, homophobic,
transphobic, racist, misogynistic, ableist— of rising conservative
extremists and neoliberalism. Oppressive politics cannot help but
develop when dehumanising systems place profits over people.
Nevertheless, the free market logic of neoliberalism is being supplanted
by a more politically pointed goal. What people like Trump and his
counterparts around the world are pushing now is illiberalism or “the
destruction of liberal democracy, in order to create a theocratic-based
state with controlled elections, education, and culture” (Sexton, 2022).
This landscape produces anti-trans legislation in schools, “divisive
concepts” laws that bar class discussions about systemic racism, and an
ironic backlash of accusations against educators for their “woke”
indoctrinating curriculum.
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The neoliberal university has not led us to these oppressive politics
as much as the history of oppression has been built into our higher
education systems since their beginnings. In the United States, it is
an (un)settling fact that 99% of the land “granted” to our land-grant
institutions by the 1862 Morrill Act came from violence-backed land
cessions, where Indigenous people were forced to give up land that
would become the basis of the public university system in the U.S.
(Lee & Ahtone, 2020). Scholars such as Adam Harris have probed how
historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) haveaccommodated
students of colour displaced by racism from our “public” institutions
that denied them admission and educated them with just a fraction of
the public funds that have flowed to predominantly white schools. The
current neoliberal thrust is a return to the historical root of American
education, not a departure. Similarly, in Canada, where seemingly every
month the bodies of more First Nation children are unearthed from
residential school grounds, educational systems have literally been built
on a foundation of violence and oppression. Again, this is a complicated
cycle or spiral, not a linear course that we could easily correct; it’s as
much a horrifying backslide as it is a frightening new reality.

Diving for hope

One of the troubling features of this neoliberal backslide into the socially
unjust world that spawned our current systems is that every “solution”
makes the problem worse. As we work to save our institutions, we accept
the terms of the debate that dictate why they need saving. But what’s
breaking us is not a budget shortfall or a demographic cliff. It's not that
there’s no market for Art History or that faculty haven’t been innovative
enough in our uses of technology in our teaching. Rich, powerful people
are still sending their children to residential universities where they can
study Engineering, yes, but also Philosophy and Painting. Some people
who are not rich and powerful will also be admitted and supported
at these elite schools, so that the facade of the meritocracy can be
preserved. However, the other 80% of students will find they are being
sold a different bill of sale: far fewer (but more costly) options, all of
them designed only to provide the labour pool for the preservation of a
broken world.
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I am wary (and weary) of the fact that if I try to offer a solution, I
would be offering something that would quickly be co-opted and
repackaged by a nefarious
system that is far more
cunning than I could ever be.

Some say | am resilient, | don't see it Instead, I will take a page
that way. | am a survivor. More from scholars, artists, writers,
layoffs are coming, this will be the

third go round at the institution. It is

and activists who, before me,

uncertain how I will fare. | have done have recognised that the
this work because | believe in the
good in people. | am tired yet .
hopeful. Thank you for reading this. It were causing such harm and

is my story and | have lived it. violence. I offer the wreckage,

systems that enveloped them

exposed for what it is. For
me, as it was for James
Baldwin and Adrienne Rich,
diving into this wreckage is a gesture of hope. Throughout my writing

of this piece, I have been reading Glaude’s biography of Baldwin.
Towards the end of the book, Glaude (2020) quotes part of a speech that
Baldwin gave less than a year before he died of cancer: “Liberation from
the languages and categories that box us in requires that we tap the
source of it all, free ourselves from the lie, and start this whole damn
thing over” (p. 200). It is not above the wreckage but into it and through
it we must go. We must use all our critical reading skills to free ourselves
from the lies we are being told and sold and tap into our humanity to
design what comes next. Every day at my own school, I am struck
repeatedly by the care, hope, and joy that infuses the daily work that my
colleagues do with students and with each other. They exercise this care,
express this hope, and uplift me with their joy even as they wonder out
loud how long they can continue at a job that is also killing them.

I'will close with a nod to Paulo Freire, who inspired so many of us to
think of education not as a series of answers to be banked, but as a series
of problems to be posed. I don't have answers, but I feel empowered for
posing the problems, and I commit to being creative and collaborative
as I address them every day with my colleagues: faculty, staff, students,
and those who hope to see a future that is the opposite of extractive,
exploitative, and exhausting. It is not too much to ask: we must ask it not
of this wreckage, but of each other. This is why this collection matters
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to me. The authors who have carried each other along in the process of
working across our individual pieces are mapping the future. I think
it is a map that looks unlike anything we have seen before. It is not a
straight line to a destination, with carefully calculated mileages and
driving times that maximise efficiency. It is a detrital map, shards spread
into a million possible patterns by those of us who see clearly what is
happening and who know for certain that anything can still happen.
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2. Counters to despair

Sherri Spelic

When I proposed the title of this chapter, “Counters to despair”, I
believed that I was choosing words carefully. In fact, they are borrowed
from Catherine and Laura’s original call for chapters of #HE4Good.
Counters, as in, actions against a negative or encroaching force, I thought.
Nevertheless, I continued to picture “a level surface (such as a table, shelf
or display case) over which transactions are conducted or food is served or
on which goods are displayed or work is conducted.”* Kitchen, lunch, and
display counters refused to leave my mind.

Here’s what I know: you needn’t work directly in the realm of post-
secondary education to be worried about its future. You need not hold a
PhD to recognise that higher education in many places remains deeply
beholden to oppressive structures including (but not limited to) white
supremacy, patriarchy, and unchecked neoliberalism. You and I, as
citizens, as learners, as members of society, need not accept these threats
to higher education as inevitable or insurmountable.

There are barriers between the futures we most dread and the current
realities we inhabit. Let’s call them counters. What are they made of?
How do we build them?

Which counters exist to separate us from despair? Over which
counters must we negotiate conditions that prevent and/or alleviate
despair? Which counters appear freshly constructed and which
ones seem ancient and everlasting? What must we do to resist an
understandable leaning toward despair?

1 Merriam-Webster, Incorporated. (2022). Counter. https://www.merriam-webster.
com/ dictionary /counter
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I place these words, poems, and meditations on the counter before
us. I pile these words between us and despair. Despair remains distinctly
possible, tangible, and real. Even as we sit or stand at the counter, we
can observe and contemplate despair without becoming it. How we do
that will vary, as will the ways despair presents itself to us at different
times. To counter despair requires that we acknowledge its existence, its
reality. We can do that and still hold ourselves separate.

Choosing words feels easier than choosing a state of mind. And
when we can, we choose anyway:.

Give me hope, please.

It would be so nice to talk about what gives me hope. In fact, I would
love for someone, something to come over here and give me some hope.
“Look, here’s something you can feel good about. It might happen again.
There’s hope!” Or “Hey, did you hear about this initiative, it’s going
to be funded for another academic cycle! That’s something to make us
hopeful, right?”

Just imagine if we could walk through our campuses, down the halls
of our institutions exchanging bits of tangible hope with each other.
Hope on a lanyard, hope in notebooks, hope in the library stacks, hope
on cafeteria napkins, hope in coffee cups, hope as a marching band, hope
on sports jerseys, t-shirts, and baseball caps, hope as an administrator,
hope as a raise for custodial and cafeteria workers, hope in the all-
gender bathrooms, hope as instructor equity. Imagine all those sources
and outlets for hope!

Picture this: hope circulating back and forth, round and round! We
can feel it, right? I mean, hope in abundance generates its own wild
energy. It’s like you can smell it in your morning coffee. It’s practically
rising off your device as you compose that affirming email. People
are talking about the mood, the vibe — all this hope in the air, on the
ground — showing up like a flash mob in the most unlikely places: in
the mental health centre, in the IT department meeting, in the provost’s
and registrar’s offices. Unbidden, hope just strides in, inserts itself
seamlessly into the conversation as if it had been there all along. And
that’s the thing, hope seems to have arrived and spread, just like that!

You know, however, that’s not how this story works.
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Hope is/was around because some folks are/were about the business
of growing and cultivating it. Not focused on scaling up and turning a
profit, we're talking about folks shaping hope for themselves and their
loved ones, for friends and close colleagues. We're not talking about a
perpetually renewable resource either. It’s quite possible to run out of
hope, to have your hope snatched away in broad daylight. So, if you're
in the habit of cultivating hope, you learn to hold it close, to protect it.
You don’t skip around tossing it to anyone you meet. That said, it’s not
beyond you or me to build our own pockets of hope to draw from. You
know, start small and keep going. Apply where necessary, share some
where you can. Pooling hope can open fresh perspectives. Won't know
until you try it. Sure, not every plan is going to work, but give your hope
some practice and it gets stronger, more robust: also more savvy. Bear in
mind that homegrown hope is not a superhero, it doesn’t swoop, fly, or
rescue. It’s strategy and compassion; brass tacks and long-range vision;
stubborn support and healthy resistance. Hope is a teacher who is still
curious.
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Hard is

What's hard is

what’s hard is reaching an understanding. We say
r e a ¢ h an understanding like walking over a bridge,
a bridge over troubled water, perhaps,

to reach an understanding.

But the bridge

collapses

right under our feet.

We are no longer standing

we can no longer reach

we have fallen down

and that’s what’s hard.

What'’s hard about people

What'’s hard about people is trying to
understand them.

What'’s hard about people is trying to understand
why on god’s green earth

they are not more like us.

What'’s hard about people is trying to understand
why in the world

we can’t be more like them.

What'’s hard about people is trying to understand
why on god’s green earth

it’s so damn difficult to be a person.

What's hard about knowing

What's hard about knowing is realising
It’s not the same, it’s not enough

To change outcomes, attitudes, the climate
Or even the premise of survival

Because... power

What's hard about knowing is that power
Does not care what you feel

Holds no interest in your growth

What's hard is we say knowledge is power
When we mean

That we wish it were so.

Wishing is easy and knowing, insufficient.
That’s what’s hard.
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Alysa chooses to PhD?

Motivations?

Program focused on my area of study: social justice in education
Needed space to deepen my thinking

Most drawn to programs where my professors

Were doing more community centred action research

Going where I hoped to feel more supported

In radical dreaming

Thoughts on #HigherEd then and now?

Saw it as elitist actually; worried about how I would navigate it.
Aspects of the system that seem like a pyramid scheme

Ha!

I've really had to sit with how two truths can coexist:

Several things that maintain academia as exclusionary and

I can also pursue big questions; embrace an iterative ongoing
process.

I'm here and also hope to work against the parts that cause harm.

Future of #HigherEd and potential for liberatory ed?

Actively still navigating my role, wondering how I will make it out
On the other side

Feel most hopeful when researchers challenge

The researcher/researched binary structure which

Positions the researcher as “expert” or “discoverer” of knowledge
— Can be incredibly colonising;

also positions participants as somehow less knowledgeable.

I see potential to work collaboratively with communities in
authentic ways

where we really use these spaces to challenge and change power
structures —

the glorification of the written word is heavy in higher ed.

I see potential for liberatory ed, when a more arts driven approach
is accepted.

2

Based on an email interview with Alysa Perreras, Inclusion, Justice and Antiracist
Consultant and Researcher, Bogota, Colombia; Doctoral Student, Education for
Social Justice, University of San Diego.
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Never done, always beginning®

What I'm learning, what I'm seeing is that
Just one thing

Is hardly a thing

Because it cannot serve

All of our needs today

Or tomorrow

Just one thing

Is hardly a thing

Because we need more tools
For many tasks

Both seen and unseen

If I try to build something
I'hope my students will want

It doesn’t mean that they
should never learn to struggle

It doesn’t mean that they
should never learn to protest

It doesn’t mean that their
wants won't change shape or direction

If I try to build something
I'hope my students will want

It means I'm striving to
champion their independence

It means I'm striving to
help them choose wisely

It means I'm striving to
let go of my need to control the outcome

If my students and I build something
we find useful

If my students and I build anything at all

3 “Never done, always beginning” is the final poem in my keynote for the
OTESSA Conference, May 16-19, 2022. https://edifiedlistener.blog/2022/05/17/
hide-and-seek-on-kids-power-and-resistance-in-education-otessa-22-keynote/
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we must build imaginations

If my students and I build
a city of care

a province of justice
a nation of acceptance

We are never done
and always beginning.

Assessment

We laugh to keep from crying. We laugh again.

87
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The dream revisited

Once upon a time, I was able to dream.

“In my dreams my children and grandchildren will not go to
college; they will give birth to one.”

I wonder now if I still mean it.

In my dreams my children and grandchildren will remain voracious
learners, willing to share their curiosity and expertise generously
and wholeheartedly.

In my dreams my children and grandchildren will recognise both a
need to help and be helped; to build in community and develop a
healthy capacity for solitude.

In my dreams my children and grandchildren will know
love — how to give and receive it, how to spread and apply it, how
to celebrate and rekindle it, how to mourn its loss and nurture its

In my dreams my children and grandchildren understand freedom
and responsibility and the tensions these produce; they can
recognise themselves in society and its making.

In my dreams my children and grandchildren may or may not go to

In my dreams my children and grandchildren give birth to a fresh
understanding.

In my dreams my children and grandchildren and their
grandchildren have vision that extends beyond the known;
imaginations that stretch the universe. They blossom with promise.

Still I dream.

88
I said,*
beginnings.
college.
4

“How Much Higher, Education?
https://edifiedlistener.medium.com/how-much-higher-education-653b6b5707c7
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Section II
Making Sense of the Unknown and

Emergent

‘Old Tree’ by Alex Abrahams. All rights reserved: used with artist’s permission.
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Note from the artist:

The branches of the tree tangled over my head and I struggled to find
my way. Where is the path? In which direction do I go? As a young
student, I looked for the sun rays in the thicket of higher education,
but often it was dark and clammy. “Keep chopping,” they said, “you
will find the opening and the light of learning.” Higher education is for
good, for your good, for life’s good. Just beat down the thorns and you
will be there.



3. On public goods, cursing, and finding hope
in the (neoliberal) twilight zone

Su-Ming Khoo

To solve political problems becomes difficult for those who allow anxiety
alone to pose them. It is necessary for anxiety to pose them. But their
solution demands at a certain point the removal of this anxiety (Bataille,
G. The Accursed Share, 1991, p. 14)

This chapter traces the predicaments of public higher education in the
neoliberal “twilight zone”, stuck with the choice between neoliberal
globalism and global neoliberalism (Khoo, 2017; Schuurman, 2009).
Confronting a rising sense of darkness (Fleming, 2021) and dread
(Goldberg, 2021), this chapter reverses the aphorism that “it is better
to light a candle than to curse the darkness”. Cursing the darkness that
neoliberalism visits on HE might be a critically generative thing to do,
as it surfaces the normative foundations that are otherwise occluded
by a pervasive sense of dread. The chapter discusses the importance
of hope in the face of dread, turning to gentler educational darkness
and generative aspects of dark pedagogies. To dare to think about what
we mean by public good, educational good, or higher good requires
more than the lighting of candles. It calls for energetically rejecting the
cursed times that we are living through and opening the possibility of
reclaiming reality.

Introduction

Why has higher education become stuck in a twilight zone of boring
choices between global neoliberalism or neoliberal globalism? Discussing
the fate of critical futures, Schuurman (2009) suggests that we need
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more “middle-range” theorising to address “the new imperialism”
of neoliberal globalisation from the ground up. Such middle-range
thinking should engage with empirical situations and search for
“pertinent questions” instead of “correct answers” (Schuurman, 2019,
p. 847). The pertinent questions trouble the efficacy of critical thinking
itself. How far can critique really go? We are not sure if it is possible for
critiques of neoliberalism to escape the iron laws of oligarchy, the iron
cage of bureaucracy, or the relentless drive for efficiency that expresses
the power of governmentality in myriad ways. This chapter provokes
these critical questions, even if it cannot fully answer them, and thinks
through their implications for the possibility of social democracy.

Alternatives to neoliberalism should have gained ground following
the 2008-2009 global financial crisis, when global neoliberalism arguably
lost its triumphal claims (Gerbaudo, 2016; Khurana & Narayan, 2021).
And yet, alternatives have not gained ground and neoliberalism
continues to evolve its uncanny non-death (Crouch, 2011). Existing
broad and deep economic and sociopolitical crises have continued,
spreading the slow violence of structural harm, inequity, and precarity,
starkly illustrated by the distribution of losses and harms of the global
COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing since early 2020.

In this chapter, I address a sense of rising darkness and dread brought
by neoliberalism in higher education. Instead of “lighting a candle” to
optimistically wish that things will turn out well, I discuss the rise of
neoliberal darkness and dread in higher education and its voiding of
public things. I curse the darkness to expose foundational assumptions
and assaults that work to void the public good, erode public “somethings”
and turn them into “nothings”. As the poet, Seamus Heaney, remarked
while reflecting on the challenge of transformation facing South Africa
after apartheid, hope is not merely optimism that things will turn out
for the best, hope is a sense of service, commitment, and readiness to
work for a common “something”: “... hope is something that is there
to be worked for, is worth working for, and can work” (Johnson, 2002,
para. 11). I explore the critical alternatives offered by dark pedagogies
and negative capability as well as a substantive alternative economics
of publicness and public good that resists the cruel optimism of liberal
public good theory. Theories of the gift economy and performative
assembly against the cruelties of neoliberal austerity and hope for
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a more liveable life offer hope for a public and socially democratic
higher education beyond the neoliberal twilight zone. Not all forms
of darkness result in the voiding of public good. Dark pedagogies and
educationally generative darkness may serve the regeneration of public
things. However, the regeneration of public things requires decolonial
demands for restitution and restoration to be taken seriously, if hope
for the public good is not to founder on the rocks of colonial-imperial
legacies that continue to trouble democratic societies as they currently
exist.

Darkness and dread

My starting point was a sense of rising darkness and pervading dread.
I'had no idea when starting to write this chapter that “Dark Academia”
was a meme, a social media trend engineered for millennials born in
the strangely specific timeframe of 1997 to 2012 (Brinkhof, 2022). The
Dark Academic responds to the brutalist modernity of marketised
neoliberal higher education with solitary romanticism. Rejecting the
modern world and other people, Dark Academics are nostalgic for
a lost world of higher education, a world of cosily special, elite, and
privileged places of distinction (Horgan, 2021). But Readings (1997)
admonishes that a return to a past state of innocence is impossible.
Academics today already dwell and work “in ruins”. Dwelling in the
ruins is neither a cosy nor comfortable experience, but it offers more
real, if ambivalent hope.

Thetitle of Peter Fleming’s (2021) book Dark Academia: How Universities
Die is hardly optimistic. The neoliberalisation of higher education is
linked to many examples of psychological, social, and bodily harms
and deprivations, including the absence of the basic decencies of health
insurance, and, tragically, even death by suicide. Academic death has
been spurred on by the pressures of commercialisation, managerialism,
competitive individualism, bureaucracy, and acceleration — all of which
have transformed once-privileged academic jobs into hellish dystopias
and put an end to ideals of autonomy, craft, intrinsic satisfaction, and
vocational motivation. Fleming’s complaint is that traditional academic
values based on these ideals have become irrelevant or reduced to
nostalgic quirks and eccentricities. One review dismisses Fleming’s
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complaints as nostalgic, unwarranted, and based on a fantasy that never
lived up to its own ideals. Perhaps academia was never worth saving
in the first place? (Guo, 2021). This move from suspicion to surrender
confirms, with resignation and sadness, that the failure of the ideal
is only too real. Little can be done about the misfit between academic
ideals and the “brave new world” of higher education (Fleming 2021,
pp-5 & 7). Dark academia’s complaints list many ills — degraded
and precarious working conditions, wage theft, authoritarianism,
and callous behaviour by senior management who seem to inhabit
an entirely different reality — “La-la Land”, in Fleming’s words.
Ordinary staff and student experiences of the “edufactory” and
metrics nightmare are jarringly at odds with the blandly aspirational
cheerfulness conveyed by marketing departments. Corruption, the
corrosion of character, bad faith, acceleration, and declining trust
characterise this dark affect, accompanied by pathological states of
egotism and anxiety (Mahon, 2022).

The academic “collegium of peers” that Fleming mourns may never
have existed for many in the first place. Yet merely confirming that top-
down, command production economy has replaced the collegium of
peers represents a tacit acceptance of a new reality ruled by censorship,
suppression of dissent, and the remediation of bad news with public
relations. Accounts of exhaustion and burnout are feeding a new
academic genre, “quit-lit” (Shreve, 2018), recommending exit as the
only sane choice. The only way for academics to survive is to quit the
“factories of knowledge” and “industries of creativity” (Raunig, 2012),
leaving the captains of industry to do what they will.

Dread s thesense of futuresbecoming futureless, social screws turned,
social fabric torn apart (Goldberg, 2021). Structural transformations
underpin this growing sense of dread: the individualisation,
displacement and precaritisation of employment, eroding work benefits
and pensions, intrusive surveillance and monitoring, and a continuous
stream of mediatised news and comment, bringing either bad tidings
or nauseating corporate spin. Low intensity conflict and slow violence
feed this sense of dread, increasing anxiety and unsettlement, which
Goldberg (2021) describes as “a tightening knot in the social stomach”,
the social fraying at the seams, with “nothing but quicksand all the
way down” (pp. 13 & 19). We sit in dread like frogs brought to the boil,
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only with some awareness that our environment is getting more and
more uncomfortable. Are resistance and hope even possible to counter
the social life of dread? As the writer, Franz Kafka said to his friend
Max Brod (1960), there is plenty of hope, hope abounds... “but not
for us”. Can we even hope against hope that things will not worsen?
Perhaps things might just stay good enough, even if we cannot hope
for improvement? Is public higher education already trapped in Kafka
time, with no hope for us?

Cursing the darkness

“It is better to light a candle than to curse the darkness”, or so the saying
goes. But is it? Lighting a candle is a gesture of hope and mourning
across many different cultures, symbolising grief, and satisfying the
need to commemorate. Hope looks for signs of reprieve, and a flicker
of light may feel like a welcome gift of a moment of contemplation as
darkness descends.

Cursing the darkness, however, is different. To curse the darkness
is to name that which you curse and engage in an everyday form of
resistance. A curse is more than just an expletive or a complaint (Ahmed,
2021), it is to employ a weapon of the weak (Scott, 1985), to respond
to the adversity of powerlessness with word magic. This chapter
curses neoliberalism in higher education at twilight. “At twilight” is
not necessarily the same as “in twilight”. “At” twilight is a temporal
moment, not an intrinsic condition, inviting speculation about the point
between fading light and falling darkness.

The magic of cursing is psychologically and psychosomatically
potent, perhaps because it is ambivalent. Cursing serves to intimidate,
attack and haunt — to counter one form of dark power with another,
but it also can heal, invigorate, and inspire. Considering the violently
occult nature of academic darkness, does it not make sense to respond
to one occult attack with another? To curse the dark side of working and
studying in the neoliberal university is to call out the falling darkness,
to refuse to surrender to dread and resignation. Cursing refuses the
marketing hype, with its forced celebration of problem-free success,
and rejects the endless insistence that we must substitute our work
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of teaching, learning, or researching with pseudo-competitions for
publicity and funding.

Cursing is a pragmatic attempt at human communication with forces
that seem incapable of listening to us. What makes a curse a curse is the
cultural distinction between acceptable versus taboo. This line is never
self-evident since offensiveness is always a property of a very particular
context. Of course, I write from Ireland, where the proclivity to curse
goes back for millennia. Unlike in other places, where cursing may
function as an incantation to bring future harm or to make an offensive
utterance, in Ireland, cursing is far more flexible and ambiguous,
considered to be a righteous art, honed, and practised against occupiers
and their intermediaries (Waters, 2021).

Cursing’s word magic lies in the testing of the limits of the cultural
context, and in testing the limits, it lays bare the norms that are operating
behind the veil of taboo. This is why Mona Eltahawy (2020) encourages
feminists to practise cursing as one of the seven “sins” that should be
committed to resist and overcome the oppression of a “universal and
normalized” order. Maybe it is not enough to “forget neoliberalism” and
to decide that we don’t need it. No. One should “fuck neoliberalism.
Fuck it to hell” (Springer, 2016, p. 289). In this moment, at least, cursing
releases psychic energy, breaking through the relentless normalisation
of the accursed and dread-inducing neoliberal twilight. At that moment,
the world is opened for remaking and re-inhabitation. Springer asks,
what if cursing is a call for enactive agency that goes beyond mere words,
combining theory and practice into the beautiful praxis of prefiquration?

Cursing is physically like laughing and it is often followed by
laughing. It causes an intake of breath and a turn of the mind that may
otherwise continue on a trajectory of thoughtlessness. Thoughtlessness
is an absence of thought, an absence that is at the root of what Hannah
Arendt (2013) called the “banality of evil”. Who has not faced powerful
bureaucrats’ clichéd protestations that they are merely “doing their job”?
Cursing, like laughing, interrupts this deadly train of thoughtlessness
with a “sudden expulsion of air” and shows, a little fiercely, with “the
fence of your teeth” an unwillingness to put up with something (Knott,
2013, p. 19). The apparent lightness of cursing and laughter does not
indicate a lack of seriousness. Thought, effort, rumination, and courage
may have gone into that sudden expletive, cackle, or curse. The dogged
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continuity of banality and resignation are interrupted, space is cleared,
norms are laid bare, the scene is oxygenated, and, suddenly, possibility
may emerge for something and somewhere being returned to, with the
possibility of the present being inhabited differently, perhaps even with
a future.

Voiding publicness: From somethings to nothings

One main reason we should curse neoliberalism is for the way it
transforms goods by processes of voiding. Neoliberal policies and
procedures mandate the transformation of specific “somethings”
into generic “nothings” (Ritzer & Ryan, 2002). This nothingification
contravenes the three axiomatic dimensions of publicness, i.e. public
procedures, institutions, and services. Public things are eroded and
corroded when they become less procedurally democratic, when
distributional inequity is deepened, and when broadly beneficent
characteristics such as health, safety (Khoo, 2014), scientific integrity,
and/or respect are compromised.

Honig (2015) defines “public things” as things that equalise
relations among people and wonders if they can survive the onslaught
of neoliberal austerity. She argues that people must fight for public
things by gathering publicly as diverse equals in opposition to
austerity, inequality, and privilege hoarding. The regeneration of social
democracy depends on the regeneration of its public things (Honig,
2022). Public things are things that, by their very existence, serve a kind
of psychological-developmental role necessary to the maintenance of
democratic life (Honig, 2015). Combining Arendt’s theories about the
“common world” and Winnicott’s developmental psychology centred
on transitional objects, Honig (2015) argues that public goods’ durability
is under threat and this erosion diminishes the prospects for public life.

Brown (2015) echoes Honig’s warning about the undoing of the
demos as neoliberalism’s stealthy revolution. Arendt (2013/1958)
characterises the public as the space of appearance that enables a sense of
political freedom and equality to come into being whenever citizens act
in concert through speech and persuasion. Likewise, in The Public and its
Problems, Dewey (1927) defines publicness as a collective communicative
response to shared problems. A “public” does not exist until a problem
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brings a public together to solve the problem by deliberating about it as
a community. Honig uses Arendtian concepts to defend public things
as things that help the public to define and enact social democracy. This
is like the collective enactment that Dewey has in mind — democracy
as constituted by people acting in concert to solve problems as shared
public concerns.

Higher education descends into darkness when neoliberal
mechanisms appropriate public goods and surrender the obligations
to publicly provide them with other “fixes” of markets, financing, and
technology. Neoliberal market fixes are distinct from liberal axioms
as they involve dark forms of surveillance, disciplinary control, and
authoritarian and summary exercises of power. Marketisation and the
introduction of “new public management” into what was previously
public higher education erodes it as a public good, while barbarising
its enactment of public life. This barbarisation is what we mostly cannot
see but can still sense as dread (Goldberg, 2021), a sense of public life
and the public good becoming hollowed out, and transformed into
something futureless (Brown, 2015; Honig, 2015). In a previous era
of public goods thinking, the 1950s-60s, hopes for higher education to
serve common good, equitable social provisioning, and the remediation
of social injustice were answered with promises of economic and
social mobility. The theoretical, conceptual, and empirical impasse of
the 1980s replaced Keynesian fixes with a much darker zeitgeist. In
the subsequent era, yawning inequalities of absurd wealth and callous
welfare austerity have been “fixed” by promoting xenophobia and the
murderous borderisation, a determined rehabilitation of patriarchal
misogyny and racism, a resort to imperial nostalgia, and re-militarisation
(Giroux, 2005). Neoliberal barbarisation can justly be described as
necropolitics — the power and capacity to dictate who (or what) may
live and who (or what) must die (Keval & Wright, 2021; Mbembe, 2003,
2019).

Privatisation is a dark process because it pursues the neoliberal
globalisation of nothing in the name of efficiency, relevance, and “global”
positioning. “Nothing” involves the substitution of local forms of life
having distinct content with globalised, empty forms: templates that are
centrally controlled, standardised, and lacking in distinctive content.
Nothingification produces something — property — and privatisation
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enacts a historical technique of segregation that divides and diminishes
the publicness of education (Harris, 1993; Honig, 2022). In the United
States, racial segregation of children in public schools was deemed
unconstitutional by the Brown v. Board of Education ruling in 1954. This
ruling catalysed white collectivisation of investments in private schooling
and their subsequent withdrawal from public education in some states,
thwarting the formation of integrated education as a public good that
could bring people together in an integrated, democratic manner. The
strategy of privilege hoarding, in tandem with the withdrawal and
destruction of public schooling assets, amounts to nothing less than
violent “democracide” (Honig, 2022).

Dark pedagogies

Although the darkness brought by neoliberal voiding dominates the
sector, higher education’s “darkness” is heterogenous, not homogenous.
The voiding, corruption, and corrosion of public higher education and
the pathological states and harms documented by Fleming (2021)
should not be minimised. But higher education’s darkness is more
than just neoliberal darkness. “Darkness” also offers the possibility of
change, that the world might be other than what it currently is (Barnett
& Bengtsen 2021, 2022).

“Dark pedagogies” imply a pivot to embrace darkness when
Enlightenment goals and expectations are found wanting. Lysgaard,
Bengtsson and Laugerson (2019, 2020) suggest that darkness should
be constructively engaged with, within, and for an environmentally
threatened world. Dark pedagogies embrace uncertainty, catastrophe,
and terror, by taking an affective turn to add urgency to shared ethical
commitments in an already broken world (Mulgan, 2014). Indeed, the
dread situation of the current planetary crisis including, of course,
the climate crisis, may necessitate the power of dark pedagogies to
face planetary darkness and effect a necessary turn towards different,
more bearable futures. Educational darkness is a “thing” that exceeds
the didactic slog, harnessing aesthetic and affective aspects to spark
learning and transformation (Lysgaard et al., 2019).

Darkness is a complex with inner tensions (Barnett & Bengtsen,
2021) that also stands intrinsically for pedagogical aspects of education,
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including considerations of pedagogy’s own limitations, constraints,
contradictions, ironies, and contingencies. The tasks of higher education
acknowledge and enact being-with ontological darkness. However,
higher education’s pedagogical tasks also simultaneously include that
of emancipation — freeing students, the wider public, and academics
from over-dependence on epistemological, phenomenological, and
ideological darkness. Darkness can be an interruption that serves to
foster creativity and imagination. A significant tension remains between
dark pedagogies and the neoliberal darkness of profit-motivated
domestication and commodification, turning higher education into
“factories of knowledge and industries of creativity” (Raunig, 2012).
As educators, we strive to move ourselves and our students out of
the neoliberal twilight zone and yet remain caught within it. We also
harbour the hope of thrusting them (and ourselves) back into the
kinds of darkness that foster a certain cluster of pedagogical virtues,
goods, and necessities. These include Keatsian negative capability, being
capable of inhabiting a zone of uncertainties, mysteries, and doubts
without immediately needing to fall back upon the answers that are
already rehearsed and incanted.

The cruel optimism of liberal publicness

Can anyone dare to speak about public higher education and hope for
public good when the public realm in almost every context has never
not been constituted by imperial, colonial, racialised, and sexist forms of
exclusion, dispossession, and erasure? Today, it seems almost impossible
to imagine public higher education that is not thoroughly neoliberal, by
which we mean “capitalist” and, by the same token, inegalitarian and
imperialist in its extractivist tendencies, since that is what neoliberalism
is — the reconstitution of capitalism and imperialism in a new form
(Khoo 2022; Patnaik & Patnaik, 2021).

Public good as it is currently constituted may be incommensurable
with demands for decolonisation and the necessity of reckoning with
the colonial legacies of higher education. Restitution and reparation are
required to remedy structural inequities if postcolonial public goods
are to become more inclusive and legitimate. This does not, however,
resolve the objection that the liberal public sphere is incommensurable
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with different, decolonial epistemologies and ontologies “beyond
the abyssal line” (de Sousa Santos, 2007) — the abyssal line being an
onto-epistemic divide instituted within Euro-Western thinking that
radically divides social reality into “this side of the line” replaying
colonial-modern ordering, with a supplement of social fascism from its
radical negation. The “other side of the line” constitutes emancipation
from abyssal ordering, through the formation of a counter-hegemonic
subaltern cosmopolitanism. Subaltern cosmopolitanism is characterised
by a deep and enduring incompleteness, ecologism, radical co-presence,
diversity, and attention to the sociology of ignorances and absences.
Some decolonial critiques (Stein, 2022) warn that decoloniality and
the “public” and “public good” may be incompatible, since irreducibly
different ontologies and epistemologies are involved (p.79). Besides,
many public goods including those of higher education have been
and continue to be accumulated through racialised processes of
exploitation, accumulation, and extraction, in much the same way as
“private” goods. These decolonial critiques question whether the very
notion of public goods can ever be made benevolent. I agree that the
claim of incommensurability and past exploitative foundations trouble,
yet do not think that these critiques entirely cancel out the potential
of publicness. Critical-decolonial claims of incommensurability can be
accommodated in an open and imperfect conception of a contingently
constituted public good. Public goods are not necessarily incompatible
with a beyond-abyssal “ecology of knowledges” as outlined by de
Sousa Santos (2007). It is precisely the function of the public sphere
to hold different and possibly conflicting perspectives without being
annihilated by the existence of differences. In terms of public things,
public higher education can provide space for disputes and function as
a holding environment for such legitimate disputes.

Is it even desirable or possible to try to bring different theoretical
and praxiological traditions to bear on a commitment to the public
good? In New Public Goods theory (Khoo, 2014), I outline an axiomatic
approach to public goods that is open-ended without demanding
absolute convergence. Yet, criteria of equity and beneficence limit how
far disputes can be resolved by relativist or nihilist claims that difference
is always the trump card. New Public Goods theory requires the plurality
of democratic participation to be triangulated with possibly clashing
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goals of equitable consumption and generalised public benefit such as
safety or public health. The three axioms of democratic deliberation,
equitable enjoyment of goods, and broad beneficence can offer support
and counter threats to an achievable ecology of knowledges.

Conclusion: Enacting alternative publicness beyond
the neoliberal twilight zone

Public goods and gift economies offer alternative ideas about economics
and the economies of higher education in the spirit of recreating an
alternative social imaginary to that of neoliberal higher education
(Khoo, 2016). These alternatives offer a ground for world-making in
ways that better articulate social democratic and human concerns while
critically challenging and rejecting ongoing neoliberal reforms.

Judith Butler’s (2015) concept of performative assembly offers a
banister to lean on when thinking about the possibilities of a public good
without guarantees. Lives may be incommensurable but all lives are
always already public and social, situated in a larger social, economic,
and infrastructural world that exceeds individualised perspectives and
ethics. Butler notes that the public presently defines the human and
life in contradictory terms, treating some human lives as grievable and
others not. Tuck and Yang (2012) reject non-performative decolonisation
with their assertion that decolonisation is not a metaphor when there are
concrete demands to restitute Indigenous rights, lands, and sovereignty.

Social and economic concerns are grounded in the body and cannotbe
fully dissociated from the infrastructural and environmental conditions
within which bodies live and act (Butler, 2015). Under conditions of
precarity, performative politics (assembly) require bodies to act together,
facing the precarious conditions that undermine the very conditions of
acting. Gatherings enacted by bodies under duress give rise to a form
of solidarity that is both mournful and joyful, where the gathering
itself signifies persistence and resistance (Butler, 2015). As struggles
continue for fair treatment at different points of entry, progression and
attainment, workers and students in higher education also struggle with
worsening work conditions and declining earnings, increasing fees,
and rising costs. These worsening conditions increasingly necessitate
hardship funds, food, and hygiene banks to maintain the basic needs of
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students, academics, and other higher education workers. It has become
more crucial than ever to keep fighting against worsening conditions for
the least securely employed and the worst-paid, against overwork and
the theft of time and health, and to secure wages, wellbeing and even
life itself. It is becoming increasingly difficult to maintain such basic
bodily needs for food, shelter, and healthcare, both inside and outside
higher education, due to the broader devastation of public ways of life.
In the face of the neoliberal erosion of joint and public welfare, bodily
needs come up time and again, to make moral and political claims for
fair treatment and the just distribution of public goods.

Thus, while the ideals of the public good may be criticised for
being partial, exclusionary, and failing to gain universalising voice, the
precarity wrought by the destruction of redistributive mechanisms and
public services may still galvanise an assembly of protesters to secure a
more liveable life for themselves, but also for all (Butler, 2015, p. 183).
Butler advocates for nonviolent protest to constitute a different world
from the one that people encounter and resist. Collectives of protesters
may encounter violence from the state and other authorities, but
Butler argues that they must refuse to reproduce the terms of violence.
Butler poses a similar question to that of Adorno — can one act as if a
good public life is possible while living in a bad public life? Adorno
pithily pronounces that “wrong life cannot be lived rightly” (Butler
2015, p. 193). This is echoed by those who point to the structure of
inequality, exploitation, and effacement that continue to persist and
the cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011), haunting the people who continue
striving to improve this bad structure which keeps on structurally and
systematically closing itself to so many.

The public sphere as we currently know it is a space in which higher
education is deeply contested. All around the world, students and staff
are mobilising against conditions and policies that have continuously
disadvantaged certain types of bodies and persons, deeming their
work and lives to be less than human, less intelligible, less rewardable,
and less grievable. All body politics must begin by recognising
interdependency, and this establishes a relation between precarity and
performativity, vulnerability, and performative politics (Butler, 2015).
When people gather to rally against neoliberalism-induced conditions
of precarity, they are assembling and acting performatively against
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that precarity. The performativity of protest politics emerges from
conditions of precarity, with an overarching demand for a liveable life.
Shared vulnerability makes it both necessary and possible to demand
that bodies have what they need to survive, and survival is surely a
precondition for all the other claims that might be made (Butler, 2015).
The imperative of survival brings into focus how principles of equality
and interdependency might be fairly realised in opposition to the unfair
distribution of precarity.

The “higher” aspects of higher education relate to its educational
economy beyond the restriction of production. Publicness can be linked
to “good” by reference to academic integrity, the proper exercise of
autonomy afforded by the principle of academic freedom, but also to its
function as a “holding environment” in Honig’s terms. The alternative
economy of higher education includes aspects of darkness and the
pedagogical possibilities that they bring. The educative “obstinacy”
and “higher” characteristics remain in tension with myriad and
insistent demands that higher education serve society (specifically,
employers), be “engaged”, have “relevance” and “impact”. The gift
of time and space (Williams, 2012) and the resistant and “obstinate”
nature of the pedagogical activity and the educative enterprise (Biesta,
2019) are crucial to the development of democratic and epistemic
capabilities, fostering generative “negative capabilities” to entertain
“uncertainties, mysteries, doubts”, without immediately having to
reduce understanding down to bald forms of fact and reason.

Aine Mahon's delightful collection The Promise of the University:
Reclaiming Humanity, Humility, and Hope gestures towards a dawning
of a very different sort of higher education as “a humane, humble and
hopeful project whose unique potential is staked on a very delicate
trust between participating parties” (Mahon, 2021, p. 1). This delicate
hope feels like an unexpected balm. Perhaps we have become too used
to rough treatment. I began this essay with malediction because higher
education’s falling darkness sometimes feels to me like a mentally
and physically violent assault. At other times, it feels like a bucket of
voided waste being tipped onto my head. Sometimes I feel like higher
education is trying to kill me, so it wasn’t surprising when the words
and metaphors to describe higher education were dark and violent —
attack, corrosion, even death. None of these descriptions of darkness
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harbour the gentler sense of anticipated darkness, the darkness of
regular, cyclical crepuscular descent, boding rest and restoration with
the anticipation of dawn.

This chapter has cursed the darkness of neoliberalism and
considered the uses of public things. We may conclude by moving from
occult darkness to dwelling within darkness” more gentle ethos. The
insightful, restful, restorative, and regenerative aspects of darkness may
prove invaluable for sustaining public things and continuing the social-
democratic, educational, and research work of higher education in dark
times. As darkness falls, we may curse it because we are not ready to
surrender to neoliberalism’s voiding. We need public higher education
to persist as a repository of transitional objects that offer a holding
environment for the generation of social democratic possibilities (Honig,
2015). Liveable lives, health, and public higher education are ideas to
postpone the end of the world. Instead of pushing the disadvantaged
further into a zone of difference marked by discrimination and
deprivation, public things keep alive the possibility of building back
a common, social-democratic shared world. Returning to Heaney’s
hope, that “hope is something that is there to be worked for, is worth
working for, and can work” (Johnson, 2002, para. 11), perhaps we can
still harbour hope for higher education as a public and democratic
something — fostering a sense of commitment and readiness to work
towards possibilities for a shared and more socially just world to come.
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4. Imagining higher education as
infrastructures of care

Leslie Chan, Mona Ghali, and Paul Prinsloo

Universities are rarely characterised as extractive, having largely evaded
critiques levelled commonly against extractive industries like mining.
The COVID-19 pandemic has amplified extractive processes due to the
increased reliance on digital platforms and infrastructure controlled
by corporate players known for extractive business models built on
surveillance, technocratic control, and non-transparent governance.
This essay is an exercise in reimagining the “good” university as an
institution enabled by infrastructures of care in contradistinction to
extractive infrastructures.

We begin by laying out why an infrastructural lens is essential for
revealing extractive infrastructure’s deep history and politics and how
they became entangled with higher education institutions (HEIs). By
taking an infrastructural approach, we suggest care is highly contingent
upon infrastructures that predispose persons and groups within
higher education institutions to embody and enact care. Then, we use a
variety of historical and contemporary examples centred around three
themes of land, bodies, and data, including land grant universities,
slave economies, internationalisation strategies, labour precarity,
and learning management systems (LMS) — to show how extractive
logics operate, who benefits, and who suffers harm. We then reflect on
educational infrastructures as complex socio-techno-political systems
that are continually captured by iterations of colonial relations and racial
capitalist logic. Finally, we discuss the principles integral to reimagining
universities as infrastructures of care.
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We authors include an independent education researcher and two
long-time educators and education researchers situated in prominent
HEIs in the North and the South. We share a common concern for
how higher education policies, procedures, and practices reinforce
a technocratic infrastructure of extraction and exclusion; how they
manifest in the prolific use of performance metrics, surveillance
technologies, inequitable assessment practices, asymmetrical private-
public partnerships, discourses of work readiness and employability as
well as in the precarity in academic employment and beyond.

Why an infrastructural lens?

Infrastructures are fundamentally socio-techno-political in that technical
components are embedded in social relationships, institutions, and
practices that contribute to their persistence (Franklin, 1990). At the
same time, infrastructures co-constitute social and political practices. In
this way, infrastructures define the conditions for possible actions while
at the same time precluding or foreclosing other possibilities of social
practices and relations (Coutard & Shove, 2018). A crude example is a
school building with no accessibility features that would likely preclude
or impede the participation of students with disabilities.

Infrastructures also assume multiple forms. As material
infrastructures, universities facilitate the flow of persons and ideas across
time and space (Larkin, 2013). As knowledge infrastructures (Bowker,
2018), HEIs are sites where knowledge is classified, disciplined, (re)
created, (in)validated, and disseminated, and where epistemic and
social relations of power are subtended and reproduced. Infrastructures
are also affective and summon emotions tied with dualisms of self-
other, human-nature, success-failure. Selfies of ebullient graduates
against some iconic campus structures are not just Instagram-worthy
posts, they are declarative statements of success that are linked to both
their location and identity. Places have stories, though dominant stories
by the powerful often erase the real and deep history of places and the
original inhabitants.

These three infrastructural forms — material, knowledge, and
affective — inform social relations that can be located along a
spectrum spanning from purposefully extractive to generative and
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caring practices. We focus on infrastructures that orient or predispose
individual and organisational behaviours toward extractive or caring
relations and actions, as shown in Figure 4.1, and we focus on three
broad and intersecting themes of Land, Bodies and Data to illustrate
how extraction logic operates in contradistinction to the infrastructure
of care. While we understand that HEIs will never be free of extractive
practices, our aspiration is to encourage practices and designs that
increasingly centre the principles of care.

Figure 4.1

Spectrum of infrastructures
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Infrastructures of care and extraction are governed by different
logics. Extraction is characterised by colonial logics of elimination,
ownership, commodification, and homogenisation that contribute to
the erasure, dispossession, and marginalisation of certain groups based
on hierarchical relations of power. In contrast, infrastructures of care
are governed by logics of reciprocity, reparation, gifting, sovereignty,
hospitality, and epistemic pluralism that support a deep relationality
and respect for the land and non-human life forms (Simpson 2014;
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Tallbear & Willey, 2019). Notions of “the good” grounded in different
cosmologies/spiritualities are centred on human interconnection and
our “radical interdependence” with the earth (Escobar 2018; Mignolo,
2014). By extension, the “good” university is entangled with the land
(water and air) on which it exists, faculty members, administrators, and
students, academic and non-academic partners, support workers, and
surrounding communities.

In making this argument, we examine how infrastructures affect the
capacity of individuals and groups to exercise autonomy in relation
to land, bodies, and data. We focus on these material, corporal, and
data fields because the evolution of higher education systems has been
contingent on the allocation of lands, the expansion of higher education
through cheap and unpaid labour, internationalisation, and assetisation
of data for measuring productivity and institutional effectiveness (Dijck
et. al. 2018; Komljenovic, 2021; Williamson, 2017; Williamson et al.,
2020). At the same time, these three domains are interconnected since
place shapes knowledge, knowledge is embodied, and bodies are sites
for extraction. While data is the most recent frontier, the evolution of
universities suggests that extractive infrastructures date to the origins
of higher education institutions through land grants, the “gift” of land
by settler colonial governments to incentivise the development of HEIs
in newly acquired territories through “treaties” designed to dispossess
Indigenous people from their land while deeply enriching the new
landlords.

Land

It is now common across Canadian, US, New Zealand, and Australian
universities to open public meetings, lectures, and ceremonies with a
land acknowledgement, “a formal statement recognising the unique
and enduring relationship that exists between Indigenous peoples
and their traditional territories.”! While such acknowledgements are
meant to honour and express gratitude to past and present Indigenous
peoples connected to the lands on which the university is built, they

1 For an example, see https://indigenous.utoronto.ca/about/
land-acknowledgement/
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rarely acknowledge the expulsion of peoples and the dispossession of
Indigenous lands. This practice also leaves unproblematised the violent
colonial histories, policies, and legal frameworks of settler colonial
governments that “othered” Indigenous peoples and attempted to erase
their culture and epistemologies.

Land-grant universities, in countries like Canada and the United
States, wherein “public” lands were donated to establish higher
education institutions, conformed to a “logic of elimination” (Wolfe,
2006). Apart from the use or threat of use of force to control land, settler
colonial governments incentivised homesteading of European settlers
and provided social infrastructure such as schools and universities
for newcomers and growing communities. These policies resulted
in the erasure of Indigenous peoples through forcible transfer and
territorial displacement to reserves and attempted cultural assimilation
through Indian residential and day schools (Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, 2015).

Variations of the logic of elimination were enacted across settler
colonial states. The University of Auckland (New Zealand) benefited
directly from the oppression of the Ngati Awa people, whose land was
confiscated in 1865 for the university (Kuokkanen, 2011). In the US,
the Morrill Land-Grant Acts of 1862, involving almost 11 million acres,
established land-grant colleges from proceeds of the sale of federally
owned land, often obtained from tribal nations through treaty, cession,
or expropriation (Busch & Lucy, 2019; Lee & Ahtone, 2020). Following
the land transfer, these universities continued to profit from their
land holding through leasing and other financialisation arrangements
(Valverde et al., 2020). As historian Caitlan Harvey (2021) calculates,
the territoriality of land grant universities covers three continents, over
15 million acres, and implicates settler universities in the process of
Indigenous dispossession and the subversion of Indigenous sovereignty.

Beyond their material infrastructure, land grant institutions
constitute centres of knowledge production and innovation. These
universities established new disciplinary fields like agricultural sciences
and engineering that altered human relations with the land. Commercial
farmers and plantation owners supported agricultural research institutes
and extension services to raise production and efficiency and were
early adopters of new technologies (Busch & Lacy, 2019). The spread
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of agricultural technologies transformed settler landscapes by replacing
Indigenous knowledge systems that valorised human-nature relations
with an extractive model of exploitation that now risks our planetary
boundaries (Harvey, 2021).

The worldview of seeing the land as an infinite resource to be exploited
and extracted has been at the core of Western expansionism and the
ethos of modern science, positioning “man” above “nature”, which is to
be controlled and reconfigured to serve capitalism’s insatiable need for
raw materials and above all, cheap labour (an important topic, and the
focus of the next section). Many higher education institutions are not
only complicit in this form of racial capitalism but active in the ongoing
extraction of land and bodies. As Mzileni and Mkhize (2019) noted,
the “colonial nature of the university in South Africa is directly linked
spatially to the historic land question of dispossession in South Africa”
(p- 104). This preoccupation leaves little room for an ethics of care; and
the respect, responsibility, and relationality with the land that are central
to Indigenous ways of knowing and being have largely been dismissed
by the institutions that continue to extract and benefit from the land,
without any thought of giving back to what gives life and well-being in
the first place. (Simpson 2014; Tuck and Yang 2012; Tynan 2021).

Sami scholar, Kuokkanen (2007), detailed the limitations and harms
caused by settler expectations and proposes in resonance with other
Indigenous scholars and knowledge keepers, a different episteme, which
she terms “the logic of the gift”. This entails moving away from market-
based exchanges that expect the transfer of value for value, or thing for
other thing, which is founded on hegemonic standards of rationality,
especially rational self-interest, and on the ideals of individual freedom.
This market-based exchange economy model is so normalised within
the academy that we seldom question its validity, “but it is this mentality
of exchange, ownership, and competition, that has made it possible for
the university and the ‘value’ it produces to be made to conform more
and more to neo-liberal monetarist expectations” (Lange, 2010, p. 89).

The “gift logic” and its call for a communal-based exchange model
resonates with the growing understanding of the importance of land-
based pedagogy as practiced by many Indigenous communities around
the world, while calling for the validation of Indigenous knowledge,
epistemology, and ontology within the hegemonic structure of higher
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education (Fraser, 2022; Simpson, 2014). Escobar (2022) reminds us that
throughout history and across cultures, human experience has largely
been place-based and communal, enacted at the local level, and with
deep respect for the land, the source of all life’s gifts:

This condition of existence is an important dimension of relationality
and responds to the symbiotic co-emergence of living beings and their
worlds, resulting in “communitarian entanglements” that make us
kin to everything that is alive. Oaxacan activists refer to this dynamic
as the condicion nosétrica de ser, the we-condition of being. If we see
ourselves nosétricamente, we cannot but adopt the principles of love,
care and compassion as ethics of living, starting with home, place and
community — this not in order to isolate ourselves but to prepare for
greater sharing rooted in autonomy, for communication and compartencia
(“sharingness”). (para. 2)

Along with other Afro-Indigenous communities in Latin America,
Escobar and other activist scholars call for new design thinking to
transition our world of brutal extraction to a pluriverse, where many
other worlds coexist in harmony and peace with the earth. In the final
section of this paper, we explore how some of these design principles
can inform how we nurture infrastructures of care in higher education.

Bodies

Extractive infrastructures commodify human bodies based on social
constructions of difference (Bowker & Star, 2000). Due to space
considerations, we limit the conversation to “bodies” differentiated
by race, class, and precarity, while acknowledging that bodies othered
by abilities and other dimensions have also been subject to harm and
invisibility in the academy. With respect to race, economic historians
document the association of higher education institutions with slave
economies and racial capitalism (Robinson, 1983). In tandem with Black
and Indigenous protest movements for racial justice like Black Lives
Matter, Rhodes Must Fall, and Curriculum So White, archival searches
of university records have made visible institutional ties to slavery.
While not directly involved in British slavery (1600-1838), British
universities benefited from the unpaid labour of enslaved peoples. Some
university founders, benefactors, and faculty were slave owners and
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traders, or trustees and family members of persons involved in the slave
economies in the Caribbean (Draper 2018; Mullen, 2021). For example,
Codrington Library at All Souls College Oxford was gifted books valued
at £6,000 upon the death of Christopher Codrington in 1710, a sugar
plantation owner and former governor of Barbados (Williams, 2021,
p-71).

In the United States, enslaved peoples who laboured on plantations
contributed to the wealth of the white slaveholding class and, by
extension, university endowments. In the case of Georgetown
University, the Jesuits of Maryland sold 272 enslaved men, women,
and children who worked on Jesuit plantations in 1838 for about $400
per person (Georgetown Slavery Archive, n.d.). Harvard University
acknowledged its leadership, faculty, and staff enslaved at least 70
Black and Indigenous peoples. Its benefactors amassed their wealth
through slave trading and the unpaid labour of slaves on plantations
in the American South, northern textile industries, and the Caribbean.
Their donations enabled the college to expand its faculty, buildings,
student residences, and professorships (Harvard University, 2022). In
other words, the commodification of black bodies enabled universities
to amass endowments and fund research projects. At the same time,
the social construction of racial hierarchies, endorsed by what Frederick
Douglass called “scientific moonshine” legitimated slavery, segregation,
the denial of Black people’s access to formal education, and other racist
practices (Harris et al., 2019).

Some social movements upset the status quo, disrupt self-other
constructions, and dismantle extractive infrastructures with discourses
of abolition, resurgence, or other expressions of resistance and solidarity.
In the context of 21st century #ldleNoMore, #BlackLivesMatter
and #RhodesMustFall protests, statues were felled or trucked away,
building names were vetted, anti-racism policies were rolled out at
higher education institutions, often framed as diversity, inclusion, and
equity. The latter typically include actions to expand representation of
underrepresented groups at all levels, including governance bodies,
faculty, and student enrolment.

Itremains unclear whether such reforms will make space for epistemic
pluralismbased onthelived experience and situated knowledge of groups
historically subjected to systemic discrimination, or if inclusion will be
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thin and measured with facile metrics (Stein, 2017). Thin inclusion like
liberal multiculturalism emphasises tolerance and fails to problematise
both meritocracy and selection criteria established by the dominant
group that makes invisible alternative forms of knowledge. The concept
of meritocracy emphasises individual responsibility and minimises
historical, political, economic, and legal practices that privilege white
faculty and students over others (Sandel, 2020). These include legacy
admission practices, historical and ongoing systemic violence including
land expropriation, institutional slavery, mass incarceration, and denial
of property, civil, political, and social rights that disqualified e.g. non-
European, non-Christians, and women from accessing education. Here
again, we see evidence how infrastructures are not static; they morph
in response to resistance and may be reinvented to reinforce underlying
logics and unequal power relations.

Internationalisation and academic precarity

Since the 1990s, new forms of commodification have arisen with
internationalisation policies in the context of demographic shifts in
western states. This is accompanied by increasing domestic student debt
levels commensurate with rising tuition fees. Since economic growth
rates selectively enabled the expansion of a middle and upper middle
class in China, India, and elsewhere capable of paying a premium for
study abroad, universities compete for these elite populations. In some
cases, Canada for example, inbound student mobility is conjoined with
immigration policies that offer youthful, foreign graduates a pathway to
citizenship to generate “work-ready” newcomer Canadians in the context
of demographic transition. In Canada, international students contributed
more to the country’s economy than auto parts, lumber, and aircraft
exports. They spent $CDN 21.6 billion on tuition, accommodation, and
other educational expenditures in 2018, and international graduates
filled 170,000 jobs in 2016 (Government of Canada, 2019).

Increased competition for international students links universities
with other extractive infrastructures. These include student recruitment
and immigration agencies, private tutoring services, SAT, IELTS, and
TOEFL test preparation companies. Competition also reinforces the
use of national, regional, and global university ranking systems as
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universities seek positional advantage in league tables to signal higher
education excellence (Hazelkorn, 2015). These rankings and their
composite indicators inform institutional policies and resource allocation
decisions, data sharing with private data analytics companies, actions
that ensure better conformity to standards, and translate into improved
results in league tables (Chen & Chan, 2021). Moreover, these standards
elicit behaviour in ways that are not necessarily visible. Shahjahan et
al. (2021) claim that rankers like Times Higher Education (THE) and
Quacquarelli Symonds Ltd (QS) use their social media platforms as an
affective infrastructure to evince certain emotions and desires among
their audience including parents, students, and HEIs that help sustain,
diffuse, and normalise global university rankings. Storytelling by tweets,
hashtags, and reactions enables rankers to create feedback loops with
HEIs through congratulatory remarks to top scorers and positive chart
movers, and to convince students that it is a trusted and compassionate
source for information to support decision-making.

While the use of contract staff predates internationalisation policies,
universities have scaled up the recruitment of part-time teaching staff
concurrent with expansion of international students and cuts in public
spending. For example, sessional lecturers and part-time instructors
hired to teach a specific course vary in motivation for academic contract
work. Some may enjoy teaching and have full-time employment
or alternative sources of income. In these cases, sessional teaching
supplements income. Others, including recent graduates and post-
doctoral researchers, use it as an interim phase while searching for a
full-time teaching position to obtain teaching evaluations necessary for
tenure-track positions or long-term contract academic work (Field &
Jones, 2016).

Extraction largely affects the latter group, an unlikely segment of the
“precariat”, which is characterised by unstable labour and insecurity,
undervalued or unpaid work, as well as the erosion of rights, including
economic rights (Standing, 2011). With the expansion of enrolment at all
levels, the surplus pool of applicants has outstripped the number of open
full-time faculty positions, contributing to hardship and disaffection
for some unsuccessful candidates. For university administrators, this
surplus provides an opportunity to recruit overqualified persons for
positions that do not require specialised knowledge, research, and
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analytical skills, thereby intensifying competition for those roles with
MA degree holders. Moreover, while precarity may be a condition
of this class of instructors, the decision to exit academia cuts across
early to late-stage academics. This is due to the increased demands
for productivity that disproportionately affect females because of the
feminisation of child and elder care, poor work-life balance, and implicit
biases that sway promotions and tenure away from persons from ethnic
and racialised groups (Gewin, 2022).

This discussion conveys the extraordinary reach of extractive
infrastructures, their embeddedness in historical and contemporary
forms of capitalism, and complicity in global inequality.

Data

A growing number of scholars (Benjamin, 2019; Browne, 2015;
Dhaliwal, 2022; Mcllwain, 2019; Noble, 2018) and research initiatives
document how surveillance practices, datafication of bodies, and
algorithmic governance are well rehearsed colonial practices now
encoded into digital infrastructure, both computational hardware and
software architectures. They are continually reshaping our cultural
imaginaries, political-economic frameworks, and epistemic beliefs
about education and its purpose in accordance with market and
capitalist logic. Accordingly, it is important to explore digital platforms
such as Learning Management Systems (LMS) that have become part
of the standard operating procedures of HEIs in pandemic times. As
universities adjusted to the COVID-19 lockdowns and governments
increased spending on digital solutions, the pandemic presented an
opportunity for enterprising, cloud-based, learning platform providers
and digital education consultants to expand their market share in
response to surging demand.

We focus here on LMSs because they constitute socio-political-
technological infrastructures for organising the flow of student bodies by
structuring courses, storing teaching and learning materials, managing
communications, and monitoring academic performance. Providers like
Canvas, Blackboard, D2L, and Moodle constitute more than technical
solutions for translocating curricular materials from the physical to the
virtual environment. Knowledge managed in learning management
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platforms and stored in digitised and data-field forms on institutional
servers or in “the cloud” is characterised by several features that
differentiate today’s storage systems from historical depositories like
archives and libraries. Yet, like earlier knowledge depositories, it does
not escape epistemic violence, the imposition of hegemonic epistemic
frameworks that establish and entrench practices of domination while
erasing other ways of seeing and making sense of the world (Fricker,
2009; Spivak, 1988).

First, it is crucial to understand and interrogate “the cloud” as much
more than a convenient storage for data but as linked to the previous
discussions of land, bodies, and (academic) precarity. Far from being
placeless and ethereal, “the cloud” is deeply embedded in the imperial
and colonial history of the West, as its transglobal infrastructure of
server farms, cables, and routers largely depend on colonial occupation
(Hu, 2015). We cannot talk about “the cloud” without considering how
it acts as a superstructure disembodying land and bodies, and presents
data-as-resource to be used, reused, cleaned, massaged, and cooked.

Second, learning management platforms make possible a myriad of
ways of analysing and extracting knowledge not just with unprecedented
speed, but also remoteness from the site of learning — thereby
decontextualising the data and stripping it of its sovereignty. Third, data
can be mobilised to generate “objective” representations of academic
achievement (such as percentile ranking) and recommendations
on pathways for completion based on past academic performance,
effectively streaming students without regard for contributing factors
not measured. Fourth, designing for interoperability allows platforms to
use third-party apps and the extraction of data far beyond the LMS, thus
expanding the highly profitable surveillance edtech economy (Marachi
& Quill, 2020). The array of these vendors suggests that they not only
provide a service or product, but they also define the rules of the game
in terms of educational objectives (Williamson 2020, 2022).

These features of the new digitised containers are the product of the
confluence of factors internal and external to the university. They include
the failure of academic institutions to invest adequately in research
and development of independent open-source learning platforms and
cybersecurity systems (see also Amiel & do Rozario Diniz, Chapter 18,
this volume). When combined with fiscal constraints due to downward
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pressures on public investment in higher education, HEIs have tended
to outsource infrastructure provision to save on capital investment.

We also see the rise of philanthropic foundations integrated in global
educational governance systems promoting specific socio-technical
imaginaries in a post-pandemic world (Tompkins-Strange, 2020). These
imaginaries respond to concerns about student success, retention, and
employability. Under these circumstances, it comes as no surprise that
edtech companies offer data as “prosthetic vision” (Beer, 2019, p.7),
and a particular imaginary of the affordances of data. Student data is a
“data frontier” where data can be extracted and the student experience
colonised (Beer, 2019; Prinsloo, 2020). In exchange for extraction, they
offer analytics as “speedy, accessible, revealing, panoramic, prophetic and
smart” (Beer, 2019, p. 22). This imaginary is ultimately realised through
algorithmic decision-making.

Recent contributions by Birch et al. (2021) and Komljenovic (2021)
adopt the concept “data rentiership”. They suggest that personal data,
when aggregated, can be mined and sold to generate rents that share
similarities with extractive industries producing commodities, like oil,
minerals, and illicit goods. Data rentiership entails the generation of
revenue from ownership and control of a data asset due to constructed
value of the data (Birch et al., 2020). While it is important not to
overstate the parallels between rentier states and data rentiership in
HEIs, nonetheless the comparison is worth exploring. Commercial
LMS providers negotiate agreements with a small cadre of managers
typically not inclusive of student or faculty representatives. Like mining
companies, they offer a reciprocal, if unequal exchange, providing
technologies, maintenance, and upgrades for operating platforms in
return for licensing fees and far more important, data assets. These
assets are turned into analytics that are then sold back to the HEIs and
a multiple of buyers at much higher costs. But these costs far exceed
monetary terms.

Rentier state theory is instructive in highlighting the potential risks
in the absence of social mobilisation that checks the power of private
companies on the one hand (i.e. land grabs, environmental degradation,
and labour exploitation), and incentivises conflict on the other hand.
These risks in HEIs include the potential (mis)use of learning analytics
like user engagement metrics to create new products that address
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poor academic performance among “at-risk” students. They may use
metrics to inform university policies and practices regarding admission
criteria and program offerings to improve graduation and employability
rates, hence gaming performance-based financing systems wherein
government accountability mechanisms peg financing levels to results.
Finally, they may exercise influence to lobby for loosening data privacy
regulations to enable more intrusive data collection and mining systems.

While the full downstream impact of data extraction in HEIs may only
become clear in the future, we can learn from other harmful surveillance
technologies such as proctoring software using facial recognition
technologies and plagiarism software based on text matching (Caines &
Silverman, 2021; Gilliard & Selwyn, 2022). So far, learning management
and financial systems operate on separate platforms. If these were
merged, then data analytics would combine students” social-economic
status with academic performance. With the concentration of platform
providers, a relatively small number of companies would control a
volume of global data and generate predictive analytics with machine
learning that could conceivably influence decision making including
admissions, thereby reducing students to economically productive
individuals dislocated from place and history.

Resource-poor institutions might be forced to open their platforms to
commercial advertisers and private companies, and buy pre-packaged
course content to offset costs. If rentier state theory has predictive value,
it suggests that institutional policies and practices might be driven by
short-term decision making designed to improve enrolment, retention,
graduation rates, and ranking positions within global ranking systems,
and to curate disciplinary forms of knowledge that contribute to “work-
ready” graduates. In other words, the private firms that own the LMS
platforms might begin to guide decision-making on course provision
based on selective judgements regarding valuable/superior versus
worthless/inferior forms of knowledge in relation to the marketplace.
Epistemic violence will no longer be enacted in spectacular bonfires,
but in opaque algorithmic decision making. At its extreme, the rentier
university is a dystopian imaginary of institutions with selective
memory, coupled tightly to capitalist forms of production, and wayward
from its missional purpose as a public good.
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Critical explorations of data colonialism (Couldry & Mejias, 2019),
surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2019), digital serfdom (Fairfield, 2017),
and technoscientific capitalism (Birch et al., 2020) bespeak the risks of
data collection, aggregator platforms and using data for profiteering.
Like historical colonialism, data colonialism changes the evolution
of economic and social relations, distributes benefits from resource
appropriation unequally, and normalises datafication of all aspects of
life to support capitalism (Couldry & Mejias, 2019). Data extraction is
not only intensified, but also expanded to “data frontiers” — terra nullius
spaces (geopolitical, personal, social, and private) — ripe for the picking
(Prinsloo, 2020). The parallel between data colonialism and land-grab
universities are becoming clear. Just like the universities benefit from
land grants, while ignoring Indigenous land claims and epistemologies,
the ownership, control, and use of personal student and faculty data
erases the situated knowledges and claims to data sovereignty.

In the context of this chapter, we must consider how to move from
data extraction and data colonialism to data as in service of care. It
is, however, crucial that in the context of data-as-care, we distinguish
between current practices where the extraction of data is portrayed as
care, e.g. learning analytics to support students, data-as-care distanced
from capitalist accumulation, and colonial and patriarchal relations
(Ricaurte, 2022). Data sovereignty is a multidimensional concept
encompassing much more than the right to know why individuals>
data are collected, by whom and combined with other databases, and
reformatting for other purposes, but rather to have full control about the
scope and purpose of collection as well as ownership of data (Hummel
et al 2021). Linked to the notion of data sovereignty is the notion of
data-as-repair, emerging from commitments of restitution, reparation,
and repair (e.g. Zolkos, 2020).

In moving towards data-as-care, we must acknowledge and account
for how data emerges from and perpetuates structural inequalities,
erasure, and intergenerational trauma. Data-as-care means data
sovereignty and repairing its inequalities means acknowledging the
situated knowledge(s) of women and girls, racialised groups, Indigenous
communities, immigrants, refugees, persons with disabilities, non-
binary people, and rural communities to understand algorithmic harms
(D’Ignazio & Klein 2020; Costanza-Chock 2020; Ricaurte, 2022).
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Glimpses of infrastructure as care: Data sovereignty and
epistemic pluralism

Several projects offer insights into how infrastructures of care can be
imagined and defined. The Papa Reo project (Papa Reo, n.d.), located
in Maori, envisions the enabling of “smaller indigenous language
communities to develop their own speech recognition and natural
language processing capabilities, ensuring that the sovereignty of
the data remains with them and the benefits derived from these
technologies goes directly to their communities.” The project arises from
the reality that minority languages and the communities who speak
these languages are “largely invisible and unheard in the digital world”,
and due to the absence of large data sets required for machine learning,
peoples speaking minority languages cannot engage and participate
fully in a digitally networked world. In this project, Indigenous land
and culture intersect with language, making different bodies possible
using a different digital infrastructure. Significant in the context of this
article is the undertaking that the data used in the Papa Reo project
will not be owned by the initiative but “cared for under the principle
of kaitiakitanga [ guardianship] and any benefit derived from data flows
to the source of the data” (Papa Reo, n.d.). This implies guardianship
instead of ownership of the data. Those undertaking the initiative are
seen as “caretakers of the data and seek to ensure that all decisions
made about the use of that data respect its mana and that of the people
from whom it descends” (Papa Reo, n.d.).

Other examples of data-as-care include the CARE Principles for
Indigenous Data Governance and the Indigenous Protocol and Artificial
Intelligence (Carroll et al., 2020; Lewis, 2020). Both affirm the centrality
of Indigenous knowledge and self-determination in the governance,
design, and use of data systems. CARE principles of Collective benefit,
Authority of control, Responsibility, and Ethics, affirm Indigenous
control of data and mitigate harm from data appropriation and misuse
(Lewis, 2020, p.4). The Protocol provides guidelines for the ethical
design, use, role, and rights of artificial intelligence (Al) entities, which
include acknowledging locality (specific territories), relationality (to
humans, non-human species, and the earth), responsibility, awareness
of cultural and social systems, and data sovereignty. The guidelines
indicate that AI should be co-designed with and responsive and
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accountable to local communities and connect to global contexts.
Rather than uniformity and standardisation, the protocol acknowledges
variation between specific communities. These principles indicate
that Al system designers need to be aware of their cultural biases and
accommodate other cultural and social frameworks in decision-making.
Every component of the Al system hardware and software stack should
be considered in the ethical evaluation of the system given that their
raw materials are extracted from the earth and may one day return
there. Indigenous communities must control how their data is solicited,
collected, analysed, and operationalised, and decide when to protect
and share it, where the cultural and intellectual property rights reside
and to whom those rights adhere, and how these rights are governed.

These projects conceived by Indigenous and Non-Indigenous
peoples are instructive for the “good” university in both how they
were developed through consultative processes, and their articulation
as a set of principles grounded in Indigenous knowledge systems
that value guardianship over ownership, and life rights over human
rights (Mignolo, 2014). In much the same way, the “good” university
cannot assume that data governance systems will protect the rights of
students, staff, and faculty, communities, or the environment. Norms
and rules regulating the reuse and dissemination of the knowledge
produced, disseminated through learning management systems,
and other data platforms must affirm the control and sovereignty of
academic faculty, staff, and students. To this end, negotiations must be
inclusive of representatives from these groups and transparent. Given
the concentration of power among platform providers, universities
might find common purposes and create codes of conduct to regulate
contractors and establish principles that affirm data and epistemic
sovereignty (see also Pechenkina, Chapter 9, this volume). These
should be the minimum duty of care when negotiating with vendors on
infrastructural provision.

Discussion

Thus far, we outlined how infrastructures of extraction have become the
default at higher education institutions. Only with active resistance and
its inversion (Bowker, 2018) do infrastructures of care emerge to expose
shortcomings and contest inequities. At each reversible turn to care from
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extraction, persons or groups once labelled as non-human beings or
problems wilfully demand recognition, access, reparation, and justice.
But even when more inclusive and just spaces are established, whether
through selective recruitment of faculty, accommodative practices,
affirmative action programs, protection of data privacy, pluriversal
learning or other means, still, there may be efforts to subvert, diminish
or otherwise steer reforms.

So, infrastructures of care can be differentiated into weak and strong
forms spanning thin inclusion to decolonisation, from restorative
to regenerative. They are always emergent, historically contingent,
and subject to a clash of infrastructural mindsets, because there is no
consensus around what constitutes “care” and a “good university”. If
framed mainly by efficiency and productivity, it produces extractive
infrastructures that fetishise quantifiable and transactional relations.
Care in this context simply means getting students to graduate on time
and finding employment in their field.

Conversely, if the “good” university is framed by a relational ethic,
then it leans toward material, epistemic, and affective infrastructures
that are reparative insofar as they acknowledge complicity in historical
and ongoing racial injustice, and act to atone with reforms in admission
policies, scholarship programs and transitional pathways for racialised
youth and adults, and provision of adequate academic support systems.
Blanco (2021) writes on radical hospitality, which begins with exercising
empathy. As applied here, care infrastructures that follow a logic of
radical hospitality acknowledge a shared humanity, are redistributive,
and affirm the public good. Hospitality is not solely governed by
wealth; even resource poor institutions can practice hospitality. This
can include decommodifying international students and making visible
data on student drop out, suicide rates, and wellbeing that remains
undocumented and anecdotal. Universities can extend the radical
hospitality offered to Ukrainian refugee students following Russia’s war
in Ukraine in 2022 to other non-European refugee groups. But hospitality
can be performative and patronising, just like thin inclusion. Guarding
against thin hospitality demands attention to epistemic pluralism in
design choices, including the design of holistic technologies, giving
control and freedom to the users for flexible processes, not prescribed
outcomes (Franklin, 1990). Such care infrastructures allow social actors
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or learners to be in charge, to strive in a non-hierarchical environment
that is free from patriarchy, racial biases, and toxic competitiveness.

In our journey of collaborating on this chapter, we grappled with
how forms of extractive infrastructures are entangled with one another.
This involved two steps. First, peeling them apart to better understand
the logics that underlie their durability and their differentiated impact
on land, bodies, and data. Then we reassembled them to see the whole
but not to create a roadmap for transformation from A to B packaged
in a series of discrete moves. This might disappoint some. As extractive
infrastructures are not specific to universities but are co-constituted by
relationships beyond the academy, infrastructures of care may seem like
dreamscapes. But both extractive and care-full infrastructures described
in this chapter coexist in tension. Universities are never fully extractive,
nor can they become totally caring; this is an obvious statement. On
balance, based on the limited examples provided here, universities tend
to bend toward extraction and constitute “sites for social reproduction
and conquest denial” (Moten & Harney, 2013). Our injunction to
reimagine the good university is offered with the qualification that
there are no ready-made solutions to the complex problems of care and
its provision in our institutional infrastructure. We take solace in the
words of Ursula Franklin: “For your own sanity, you have to remember
that not all problems can be solved. Not all problems can be solved,
but all problems can be illuminated.”? Still, our chapter, alongside
others in this collection, is an invitation to reflect on the infrastructures
that govern higher education institutions, their underlying logics,
and intergenerational consequences in terms of who is harmed and,
conversely, who benefits. Reflection is necessary but not sufficient.
The next phase is to (re)design infrastructures — material, epistemic,
and affective — governed by care principles. Already, such work is
evidenced in distributed, decentralised initiatives involving faculty,
students, community groups, and bottom-up networks (see examples in
Hall & Tandon, 2021). This may include local organisations proximate to
campus, as well as distal, transnational, and diasporic communities that
seek to collaborate, learn, and find common purpose with differentiated

2 Quoted by M. Meredith. All problems can be illuminated; not
all problems can be solved. BB9. http://bb9.berlinbiennale.de/
all-problems-can-be-illuminated-not-all-problems-can-be-solved/
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http://bb9.berlinbiennale.de/all-problems-can-be-illuminated-not-all-problems-can-be-solved/
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pathways and rebuff efforts to scale and speed up. These are not the
same as “maroon communities” in the sense that they do not seek refuge
separate from the wider, extractive university infrastructures. On the
contrary, they seek to subvert these infrastructures, as groups engage
across disciplinary and national boundaries, ethno-cultural and racial
identities and other forms of difference with care.
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5. Why decolonising “knowledge” matters:
Deliberations for educators on

that made fragile

Dina Zoe Belluigi

Reimagining teaching, learning, belonging, and curricula design are all
very important. However, when their relation to knowledges and the
interests such knowledge formations serve is marginalised from the
re-membering required of such imagination, it is deeply problematic. This
chapter grapples with the question of why decolonising “knowledge”
matters for teaching and learning. It shares a selection of important
considerations at this point in time. It draws inter-textually to deliberate
about (a) why “knowledge” (singular) should be decolonised within
the modern western-oriented university; (b) why the decolonisation of
knowledges matters, with consideration of their relation to the formations
of the self, political, social, and ecological in education; and (c) what the
potential act(s) of decolonising knowledges through education holds for
engendering critical and generative roles which educators should occupy.
As a way into this deliberation, the chapter begins with observations of the
phenomenon of what seems like either educators’ avoidance, ignorance, or
passing-the-buck on the question of the transformation of knowledges in
the university in post-colonial contexts.

Introduction

Central to the authority and functions of the university are the politics
of knowledge recognition, legitimation, production, and reproduction.
The calls to decolonise “knowledge” and to decolonise the curriculum
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remind us that education should not be passive dissemination of
“knowledge”. Educators for the common good have a duty to rise to
this challenge. Thus, while this chapter’s focus is on why decolonising
“knowledge” matters for those operating at the micro-curriculum, the
acts of decolonising necessitate extending beyond the safe spaces of
teaching and learning, and beyond the university if there is indeed a
commitment to serving the global common good.

The chapter is written by an educator and a researcher of higher
education. The process of composing this text was one where I thought
about, and for, educators’ agency in relation to the larger conditions
of possibility for the decolonisation of “knowledge”. While I too have
engaged in related struggles within a university in the Global North,
the layers of narration in this text are underpinned by an Afropolitan
orientation informed by critical personal, professional, and academic
deliberations as a person who is South Africa-born and educated.

A central thematic, around which the chapter is shaped, is ethico-
political responsibility. Due to the scope and focus of this chapter, this is
primarily concerned with educators” agency. This critical dialogue about
the conditions of possibility is not to be confused with a transference of
blame or of deficit onto educator communities who are always already
overburdened and often decapacitated. Rather, threaded throughout are
concerns about conditions at the meso- and macro- level; and critiques
about that and those which constrain such agency, and constrain educators’
imaginaries of their agency and practices of collective resistance to such
constraints. These critical discursive deliberations are informed by the
sources I include in this chapter — observations and realisations from
my research and learning from the scholarship of others. The resultant
chapter is thus an intertextual offering to this anthology, made humbly
as an homage to the works of the many educators it references, from
whose contributions I believe there is much value for learning, critique,
and, in turn, space for further contributions by educators.
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Relinquishing of transformative agency when related to
“knowledge” within teaching and learning

I begin with observations from recent research projects which asked
questions about how academics situate and construct the locus of their
agency to contribute to the transformation of the university. During
interviews, my collaborators and I noticed that most participants
would often avoid discussing the meso and macro levels of higher
education, even when prompted (Belluigi et al., 2020; Dhawan et al.,
2021). Sociocultural considerations of collegial relations, academic
development, governance and management of institutions, research-
teaching dynamics, and issues of “knowledge” were rarely included.
Where the participants of our studies demonstrated their capacity to
articulate, reflect, and be critical about their agency to affect change, was
at the level of micro-curriculum, that is, about the teaching-learning-
assessment-methods-topics-relations within the classes that they taught.
While I do not refute the importance of initiatives, documentation,
and scholarship to do with the micro-curriculum, it takes joined-up
approaches to academic practice and academic structures to effect
substantive change across the ecologies of higher education.

Questions of agency, transformation, and the university are important
because academic freedom is premised on academics’ engagement in
matters related to the professional freedoms of education, research,
governance (Hoffmann & Kinzelbach, 2018), socially-engaged academic
freedom (Zavale & Langa, 2018), and the human rights of freedom of
expression (International Labour Organisation and UNESCO, 2008).
However, context plays a role in the conditioning of agents. The
participants of the research projects to which I refer above were situated
in South Africa and India. These are two contexts with undeniable
academic unfreedoms in their histories, and where the majority of
their populations were excluded from the publics of the so-called
public good(s). Institutional interventions and policies were created
in response to democratic constitutional obligations to address such
legacies. Thus, one might expect these changes in conditions to have
engendered critical consciousness of academics’ transformative agency;
and that, due to such conditions, current academics would situate the
locus of their agency in a number of spaces across the ecology of the
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university. One might hope that this would be particularly enabling for
academics from social groups which were structurally recognised as
historically unprivileged, marginalised, or excluded. However, this is
not what was observed. Participants almost exclusively constructed the
micro-curriculum as the primary legitimated arena for them to exhibit
their creativity, benevolence, and occasionally vulnerability. For those
minoritised, such as Black academics in “historically white institutions”
in South Africa and Adivasi academics in India, the micro-curriculum
offered a retreat from the fractious dynamics of the other spaces of
the university where many continued to face discrimination and
misrecognition. Many expressed frustration that their transformative
agency was limited to literally “embodying” compliance to employment
affirmative action quotas. The majority of all the participants who were
interviewed seemed to take the relinquishing of their responsibility for
granted — passively entrusted to researchers, learned societies, and
publishers validated by established traditions of the global institution.
Of concern is that such resignation cut across both those critical and
those uncritical of global inequalities in universities and in terms of
knowledge production.

This is a paradox for praxis. On the one hand, most of the educators
interviewed were challenging of ivory tower constructions of the
(campus and virtual) classroom as a white cube where the outside world
is othered. Some of these acted on their commitment to conscientise
their students about aspects of the political, historical, ethical, economic,
cultural, social relations, oppressions, and injustices of their societies
and global dynamics. They often facilitated their students’ actions
for change when facing outside of the university. On the other hand,
for various reasons, they omitted utilising their academic agency to
affect the ecology of higher education, and from their students’ critical
consciousness. In such ways, they reproduced the dulling of active
academic citizenry.

There may be many reasons for, justifications of, and influences on
such avoidance of the agency to engage with structural issues — be
they ignorance, collusion, self-preservation et cetera. Much academic
“development” reinforces artificial distinctions between the questioning
of content and form, by focusing on the professionalisation and quality
assurance of teaching, assessment and (micro)curriculum design. This



5. Why decolonising “knowledge” matters 141

may be the result of the segregations between academics’ development
for teaching as distinct from that for research. However, knowledges
move and morph within, and well beyond, the boundaries of the
classroom. As alluded to above, “knowledge” was rarely identified by
participants as a consideration for transformation, and even less rarely
discussed with confidence when discussing their transformative agency.
Perhaps the stay-in-your-lane enculturation dynamics enforced by
current neoliberal employment practices had imposed borderlines on
the increasingly sessional, precarious, teaching-only educator’s practice
and imaginaries. Such meso-level dynamics school academics through
“institutional curriculum” (Lange & Parker, 2019) norms and values,
and/ or through disciplinary curricula.

Conditions such as these have impoverished constructions of
academic freedom and minimised its relation to the longer struggles for
freedom from such systems as colonisation, patriarchy, and local and
global hegemonies (Sall, 1997). The tasking and inspiring of educators
to enact their transformative leadership, to challenge inappropriate
uses of power and work with collectives, including students, against
structural injustices has been informed by the contestations of various
proponents and traditions across time. Social movements often begin
well beyond the academy, their lenses and understandings have infused
various critical traditions within it, including from curriculum theory,
feminisms, queer theory, post-colonialisms, and post-modernisms.
This chapter is situated within the current renewal of decolonisation,
and grapples particularly with why the decolonisation of “knowledge”
matters for teaching and learning for the common good.

Why “knowledge™?

Knowledge stratifications are commonplace within contemporary higher
education. These stratifications are explicitly and implicitly practiced by
those who teach, albeit with some challenge exerted by educators and
scholars, as I discuss in this section. For instance, it is not uncommon
that inherited value judgments about which knowledges matter become
most visibly imposed within summative assessment regimes. Examples
include penalising students for the use of first person writing or for
using “non-academic” qualifiers as external referends such as work
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experience.! Such practices are in part informed by the devaluing of a
posteriori knowledges gained from experience, and privileging of a priori
“knowledge” independent of experience. The dominant construction of
the former in the modern, western-oriented university is that it is limited
because it is gained subjectively and is situated in context. The latter
is lauded as universal and objective. This Kantian (2007) distinction
informed the denigration of value ascribed to knowledges gained from
the informal education of social institutions (family, religion, group
identities such as through racialisation, genderisation, minoritisation
etc), from the non-human (including the so-called natural world and
spiritual realms), and from individual life experience.

Against these is the elevation of knowledges gained through
so-called “disinterested” enquiry undertaken for a good greater than
one grouping (i.e. a public good) legitimised through academic
communities (peer review, publication, etc.). That “knowledge” is
then explicitly reproduced (and taught) by those given authority (i.e.
teachers) through the formal micro-curriculum. Another dominantly
recognised distinction of knowledges is that of the influential ancient
Greek thinkers, such as Aristotle (2004), who constructed “knowledge”
in terms of its appropriateness for its purpose (or “ends”/ telos),
creating distinctions between enquiry as theoretical (for its own sake),
productive (instrumental towards making something, involving
planning, functional creativity and skills or mastery), and practical
(a moral disposition or wisdom for judgement-making in ethical and
political life that involves a relation between the two dimensions of
theory and practice). The latter has informed much debate about how
“knowledge” is acquired, learnt, honed et cetera.

1 Indeed, the academic language used in this paper parallels these constructs. For the
most part in this text, I have chosen not to use first person pronouns and foreground
explicit discussions of how my biography and experience (as a person and as a
practitioner) has come to bare on the knowledges I bring to what, to my mind, is
a mostly inter-textual conceptual piece. The absence of a positionality statement
related to my sociodemographics will probably be taken as grounds for critique, as
has become somewhat of a convention at this point in time (Abu Moghli & Kadiwal,
2021; Macfarlane, 2021; Secules et al., 2021). I made this decision because I felt it
would overshadow the argument, which is that one’s authorial choices should be
informed and active, and that educators can play a role in developing their students’
and colleagues’ critical capacity in making curricular choices, as well as their own.
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A reoccurring question that underpins these attempts at stratifying
knowledges is what “knowledge” should be valued in the formal curriculum?
Less acknowledged are the dynamics of power that determine who is
asking, whose responses to that question are heard, the impositions of
appropriateness in “should”, and the singularity of the construction of
“knowledge”. Ethical contestations, about the effects on those and that
un/undervalued that have raised by those within, and those beyond the
university, seem to have had negligible impact.

The renewed calls to decolonise “knowledge” as part of the larger
process of decolonising the university are calls to action underpinned
by long asserted concerns about the unjust politics of “knowledge”
legitimation. The relation of “knowledge” to power under-girdles
the legitimacy of the university as a gatekeeping institution. It is that
relation which ascribes it authority, and by implication, those who teach,
and research become authorities and trustees of “knowledge”. Written
acknowledgements of the association between power and “knowledge”,
and wealth and legacies, are old:

Knowledge is power and it can command obedience. A man of knowledge
during his lifetime can make people obey and follow him and he is praised
and venerated after his death. Remember that knowledge is a ruler and
wealth is its subject. Those who accumulate wealth though alive yet are
dead to realities of life and those who gather knowledge will remain alive
through their knowledge and wisdom even after death; though their faces
may disappear from the community of living beings, yet their ideas and
knowledge which they left behind and their memory will remain in the
minds of men... (Imam Ali (559-661) in al-Radi, 1989, p. 552)

The de/legitimation of certain knowledges is an assertion of power. Those
decisions, about what (in)forms the archive and the cannon (misspelt
purposefully), impact on the hierarchical selections of included-
excluded, centred-marginalised, un-privileged. Questions that arise are:
In whose interests are these acts? Which knowledges are misrecognised and
unvalued, and why? How is this problematic rooted in binaries of colonial/
Indigenous, scientific evidence/ belief system, dominant/ oppressed?

In raising such questions, solidarities extend across time and beyond
the decolonial interest to those whose “voice” (read: expression,
participation, authority) has been repressed by various systems of
oppression. These solidarities include questioning patriarchy, whiteness,
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ableism, heteronormativity, authoritarianism, etc., including cultural
imperialism and colonialism. The global imaginary that emerged
through European modernity and colonialism (Stein et al., 2019) exerted
hegemonic spheres of influence through the university’s various forms
and functions. These influences acted on the character and politics of
subordinated human and non-human subjects and contexts, for the
purposes of creating or maintaining power relations of inequality and
oppression. The supposed “goods” of progress and civilisation were a
convenient mirage masking the gains of empires. While occupation of
land, extraction of natural resources, physical violence, and the removal
of language rights and freedom of belief are the more obvious forms
of such hegemony, their exertion through the educational function and
often with the collusion of education is of particular consideration for
this chapter. The modern university, its fundamentals forged through
Western Europe’s aesthetic relation to the Enlightenment, enacted its
subjugations, accumulation, and relations of conquest in various ways.
Examples of its formalisation extend from the settler colonial university
in Canada (Stein, 2020) to the apartheid’s university in South Africa
(Lalu, 2007).

In the contemporary global neoliberal HE order, such hegemony
is most obviously visible in the material power exerted by US higher
education that reproduces cultural and linguistic conformity that
is particularly in that nation’s interests (Marginson, 2008), while
continuing to solidify and extend the interests of European whiteness.
Obfuscation of the complicity of the minority world in the inequalities
and suppression of the majority world was also prevalent in the goods
of “development” discourses in the decolonisation period post-WWII
(Kapoor, 2014), some of which continues in the positioning of those of
the majority world as “lesser than” (if not explicitly “deficit”) through
the Sustainable Development Goals and the tasking of universities to
“drive” that global agenda.

Why the decolonisation of “knowledge” matters

Recognising these distinctions and their ramification, in what ways
might the decolonisation of “knowledge” matter to teaching and
learning? There is a myriad of answers to this question, depending on
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context and conceptualisation. Within this section, several points raised
by fellow scholars are discussed as openings for the consideration of
those of us who are educators.

The first is that the decolonisation of “knowledge” is central to
the conditions for academic freedom. While the decolonisation of
the curriculum/university should not be seen as a metaphor which
displaces the reckoning for the material restitution of and rights
for land, self-determination, and sovereignty (Tuck & Yang, 2012),
African intellectuals have recognised that the struggle for epistemic
freedom (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018) and academic freedom (Sall, 1997)
is a continuation of the long struggle for freedom, from which emerges
much of the current decolonisation drive. A fundamental ethical impetus
underpins these contestations towards alterity, plurality, and democracy,
as means to push against the dominant violence of marginalisation,
negation, exclusion, and enslavement.

This is because the concern with decolonisation is not only to do with
hegemony (as I discussed in the last section), but also its creation of
absence when there is presence. Mbembe (2015) articulated this when
he spoke about how:

This hegemonic tradition has not only become hegemonic. It also actively
represses anything that actually is articulated, thought and envisioned
from outside of these frames. (p. 10)

This is the epistemic injustice of the disciplines of the modern university,
which “renders the collective interpretive resources required for
epistemic justice structurally prejudiced” (Keet, 2014, p.23). Such a
meso-curriculum may problematically reproduce the skewed faculties
or dulled consciousness of students, academics, and collectives. De
Sousa Santos (2007) offers metaphors to evoke that which characterises
colonialist social regulation/emancipation, and which continues in
re-presentations of knowledges. The metaphors are abyssal “lines”
and “gazes” of dominant thinking. They map the sub/human by
invisibilising entire knowledge systems out of the imaginary of the
modern western university. The implications for the majority world, its
knowledge systems, ways of being and material realities are at the core
of de Sousa Santos’ interest — what he suggests is that this ordering
system persists in current times and implicates us all. Beyond the



146 Higher Education for Good

period of colonisations, such abyssal thinking colludes perversely in
ways where “human principles don't get compromised by inhuman
practices” (de Sousa Santos, 2007, p.45). Such perversions inform
various formations, subjectifications, subjugations, social divisions, and
stratifications. They impose subject-object relations of the “self”, to the
human “other”, the individual and collective. They shape relations of
the human to non-human animals, and constructions which distinguish
and prioritise the human from “nature”. They are enacted through
local and global stratifications of power, through such mechanisms as
the state and “soft power”, elites and hegemony. They also impact on
delineations of good(s) and (the) common(s) within HE discourses.
Such problematic formations play out within the factory of the
university and related culture industries, including education and
research. Harm, obliteration, and misrecognition of the knowledges that
are “othered” by the modern university and by the political, religious,
and economic systems with which it has colluded, have entailed
appropriation and extraction without mutual benefit. An example is how
the more explicit colonialist appropriations of Indigenous knowledges
of the social and natural world have morphed in the current times of the
global “knowledge economy”. Capitalist systems of subordination and
of exploitation of African intellectual workers, for instance, were recently
dubbed the “Black Market” of the current “research industry” by those
positioned as “research assistants” in post-conflict research (Mwambari
& Owor, 2019, n.p.). Similarly, those from the majority world primarily
provide the invisible labour behind many of the large, profit-making
academic publishers, whose authors, editors, and editorial boards
continue to be primarily peopled by those based in the minority world.
This economy continues to practice the “intellectual marginalisation”
of those in the majority world (Obeng-Odoom, 2019), operating in the
interests of the minority world rather than the global common good.
Contestations and agential negotiations are exerted by such
intellectual workers (Connell et al., 2017). Working from the perspective
of sociology in England, Bhambhra (2020) posits that it is insufficient
to only point to the unjust gaps, omissions and silences created by
the politics of knowledge production by the modern university and
its culture industries. She argues that what must be engaged with
is why knowledges are excluded and what difference their inclusion



5. Why decolonising “knowledge” matters 147

would be for understanding. This is not the type of superficial “added
value” reasoning for “diversity”. It is about “accounting for the
connected histories” (Bhambra, 2020, p.455) of imperialism across
the geographical contexts and projects which have produced divisions
and stratifications in knowledges. However, Stein and da Silva (2020)
assert that where decolonisation differs to many other critiques of the
university and modernity, is in its emphasis on knowledges (plural)
and in the insistence of pushing against the continuation of colonial
dynamics which benefit the modern western-oriented university:

[Decolonial critiques] refuse the notion that the primary violence of
colonization is the exclusion of certain populations and communities
from the supposedly universal promises offered by modern institutions.
To name exclusion as the primary violence of this system is to 1)
invalidate other ways of knowing and being, by assuming that everyone
desires access to the same promised futures and direction of social
change; and, 2) invisibilize the fact that these modern institutions do not
simply exclude ‘othered’ populations, but rather are made possible at the
expense of violence against those populations. (p. 549)

Clustered around the decolonisation of “knowledge” is critique:
for justice, to destabilise the philosophical foundations of Western
modernity, to problematise the politics of representation and authority
within the webs of knowledge formation and legitimisation. As
important to the critical project are those projects which are generative:
of plural knowledges, for reclamation, repair, and recognition of
what has continued despite, independent of, against or alongside the
dominant “knowledge” cannonised and often weaponised by university.
Thus, a central purpose underpinning what decolonising knowledges
does, is re-membering against the problematic construction of subject-
object relations within knowledge formation. This is the endeavour to

unsettle modernity’s dominant ontological and epistemological
foundations by seriously engaging the conceptual potential of thinking
with (ethical dimension) alterity and from (geopolitical dimension)
exteriority. (Ftinez-Flores, 2022, p. 21)

Such re-membering involves de-membering what colonialism did and
does, which is not about memory but a re-location in history (Ndlovu-
Gatsheni, 2022) that entails recovery and reclamation of authors (in
the broad sense of those who generate and represent knowledges),
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authorship (as an agentially creative and responsible role), and authority
(to hold the influence to inform, produce and reproduce). In addition
to the possibilities within research and relations with non-academic
citizens and spaces, education offers space to disrupt reproduction of
“knowledge” and to foster such re-membering through critical and
generative social and knowledge formations. I turn briefly to these
possibilities in the next section.

Why the educator matters for decolonising
“knowledge”

A renewed call to democratise knowledge production and legitimation
has been heralded to which we are asked to respond. Recognising the
concerns identified in the prior section, and how avoiding decolonising
“knowledge” may mis-educate students and reproduce unjust,
hegemonic, and harmful subjectifications of their relations to themselves
and others (human and non-human), what roles might educators play
in this endeavour at the level of the micro-curriculum?

The machinations of the modern, western-oriented university come
withasetof processes, many of which are assumed. First, that knowledges
produced (i.e. discovered or created) by the university and legitimated
through various assessment processes can then be disseminated as
“knowledge”. The educational project (at university and school levels)
then becomes about reproducing that produced by the university as
if universal and value-neutral, with contextualisation, translation and
engagement being the purposes of learning. This construction between
academic research and the content taught within educational institutions
is a top-down imposition of that which is validated by the powers that
be within the modern university’s machinations. Presented as such,
it seems to offer little agency or influence in terms of what occurs at
the micro-level within the classroom, and often too its relations to the
academic and non-academic world (including that related to the “third
mission”, i.e. the university’s contribution to and engagement with
society).

Scholarly attention has been given to how values of “knowledge”
are structured, and given some wiggle room, for the teacher and
student within the micro-curriculum. The tools offered to researchers
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by Bernstein (1973, 1990) is one such example, looking at the relation
between content and form at the micro-curricula level. He termed
these “classification” (i.e. the imposition of structure, boundaries or
insulation on the content of education), and “framing” as the degree
of agency which teachers and students have over the form of their
engagement with such “knowledge”. There has also been recognition
of what de Carvalho and Florez-Florez (2014, p. 122) call the “thematic
and theoretical sectarianism” of knowledges by disciplinary structuring.
This follows the pattern of disciplining knowledges through the rejection
of theories that belong to the canon of other disciplines and the embrace
of a small group which encloses and delineates it as a distinct discipline.

Some have framed the role of the teacher as the mediator or guide to
the discourse conflicts on what is powerful “knowledge” (including the
author, see for instance Belluigi, 2017; De Vos & Belluigi, 2011). In such
formulations, the teacher as facilitator takes on the role of making explicit
the enculturation of the tacit or hidden curriculum around the politics
of assessment and of “knowledge”. In the name of academic “success”,
they reproduce the dominant order as a means of epistemological
access for students. In many cases, this is educational development aka
industrial psychology: we know the system is skewed, but for individuals
to pragmatically cope, the rules of the game are made “transparent”
for the purposes of being complied with. Critiques abound, pointing to
the dangers of discourses of access for success (Belluigi & Thondhlana,
2022) and of product promotion (White, 2019). Pragmatically, many
equity approaches limited by political will may take on such approaches
to be affirmative. However, they cannot claim to be transformative
(McKenna et al., 2022) if focused on the micro-curriculum without
acknowledging the scale of the problematics in the ecology of HE, the
institutions” relation to its publics, and the politics of the “knowledge”
project. Dominant notions of “access for success” within the disciplines
threaten to ossify the norms and logics of academia and knowledge
dissemination as all powerful. Indeed, even when new areas of enquiry
arise, they are hailed back into the knowledge structures of the minority
world through resource inequalities, workforce mechanisms and
intellectual framing (Connell et al., 2018).

Despite these machinations, power dynamics, and the dominant
discourses of the modern university, counter-narratives about the agency
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of educators are being increasingly asserted. For instance, research on the
hegemony of the global metropole in domains of knowledges by Connell
et al. (2017) points to how negotiations by academics and institutions
can reshape knowledge production. Once structured by colonialism
and minority-majority world inequalities, trade routes of the global
economy of knowledges can be criss-crossed for solidarity, learning
and resistance. In their arguments for the decolonisation of universities
in Latin America, de Carvalho and Florez-Florez (2014, p. 122) posit
academic practice as transgression. They hold that the rules and logics
which transdisciplinarity follows are not always already inscribed by
those of modern academic cannons. De Sousa Santos (2007), as with
others, has attempted to capture this zeitgeist and to also indicate the
collective nature of the struggle:

The complexity of this movement is difficult to unravel as it unfolds
under our eyes, and our eyes cannot help being on this side of the line
and seeing from the inside out. To capture the full measure of what is
going on requires a gigantic decentering effort. No single scholar can do
it alone, as an individual. Drawing on a collective effort to develop an
epistemology of the South, I surmise that this movement is made of a
main movement and a subaltern countermovement. The main movement
I call the return of the colonial and the return of the colonizer, and the
countermovement I call subaltern cosmopolitanism. (pp. 21-22)

At the level of the micro-curriculum, educators connect knowledges with
learning, enquiry, critique and with the experiential and representation,
in ways which can be dialogic and disruptive. For those who still have
the agency to develop curricula, a paper by Andreotti et al. (2011) offers
a visualisation of two lenses. On either side of the abyssal line, the lenses
are related to universal knowing and relational knowing, in reference to
interpretations related to the introduction of different epistemologies
in higher education. They argue that when engaging with such
knowledges, educators should grapple with political, ontological, and
metaphysical questions.

What many working on this assert, is the importance of deliberation
and of resistance. In the quotation below (Connell et al.,, 2017), the
educator is re-membered as a “knowledge worker” who is well placed
to engage in several sites of struggle from micro- to macro-levels:
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Movement in a democratic direction, then, is not ordained by history.
If it occurs it will be through social and intellectual struggle, as well as
political and economic shifts. The approach we have suggested helps
identify necessary sites of struggle. One is the situation of the knowledge
workforce, always partly casualized, currently subject to increasing
pressure from neoliberal governments and managements. Another is
the scientific communication system, currently being commodified
and concentrated in the hands of a small group of corporations, but
challenged by a popular open-access movement. A third is the formation
of intellectual workers, in education systems increasingly privatized and
homogenized on a world scale but also active sites of cultural contestation.
A fourth is the production of knowledge in social movements such as
environmentalism, challenging both the disinformation spread by the
fossil fuel industry and the hierarchies of knowledge in mainstream
science. (p. 32)

Operative criticism (Belluigi, 2017) may be of value for educators. This is
an umbrella term for various approaches of reflexive criticism which are
concerned with what scholarship and authorship signify, by observing (and
being responsive to) their reception, translation, and impact in context.
Keet (2014) argues that epistemic justice is key to disrupting the epistemic
injustice within disciplines. As with decolonisation, such conscientisation
is a process rather than an ending, but it is of fundamental importance for
critical consciousness to develop and to inform action. It is the educator’s
role to facilitate operative criticism with communities of learning and
academic practice. In dialogue with students in the micro-curriculum and
colleagues in the meso-curriculum, such praxis holds potential to destabilise
prevailing mythologies and doxa, and to recognise the contradictions and
oppressions enacted through knowledge formation and social formation,
where some (humans, non-humans, and aspects of the environment) are
objects of others’ will and consumption.

This praxis is more radical than “access”, “equity”, technocratic
critical thinking “skills”, or units of content. The intellectual, political,
and moral elements of such impetus must not be reduced, simplified, or
dehistoricised. There are already claims that this has happened to the
radical impetus of the decolonisation drive in South Africa (Madlingozi,
2018), and in the standardisation, domestication, depoliticisation, and
commodification of decolonisation discourses in parts of Western
Europe (Abu Moghli & Kadiwal, 2021). Similar dulling occurred
within the South African higher education system when the discourse
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of constitutional “transformation” was institutionalised. Reflecting on
this latter phenomenon, Lange (2014, p.5) argues this was because
of the insufficient examination of “knowledge for transformation
(the knowledge that needs to be produced in order to make change
possible)” over and above the “knowledge of transformation (which
is the knowledge we generate about transformation itself)”. Shahjahan
et al. (2022) offer directions for the possibility of a field of solidarities,
growing from knowledges produced through educational research on
decolonising curriculum and pedagogy. They base this on a critical
analysis of over 200 hundred texts using a geopolitics of knowledge
framework. What they found was that the themes that emerged were
contextual when it came to meanings of decolonisation, of actualising
decolonisation, and of the challenges which that posed in HE. Situated
within and operating across contexts, educators are uniquely placed to
enable such as field of solidarities by engaging students, academic and
non-academic fellow educators in decolonising “knowledge”.

There is creative agency in representation, writing and acts of
narration. These common-place modes of doing within the university can
be enabling of the development of voice, authorship, and knowledges.
The literary-academic presence is one such locus for change. Larson
(2018, p.521) described this as “an author’s textual expression of
cultural, regional, linguisticc and scholarly orientation” which is
disciplined within hegemonic educational processes for students, and
further within academic representational processes. In addition to
how educators re-present, a directly generative educational role can be
played in creating the conditions for students to experience the power
of counter-narratives of knowledges, to contribute to their formation
and legitimation, and to extend the responsibility of authoring and
authorship for the common good.

The decolonial turn offers potential for a future pluriversity that
does not alienate, minoritise, or “other”. To challenge the ideology of
Eurocentrism that “seeks to universalize the West and provincialize the
rest” (Zeleza, 2009, p. 133), African intellectuals have been exploring
Afropolitanism as one approach which positions “Africa at the centre
of things, not existing as an appendix or a satellite of other countries”
(Mbembe, 2021), or disciplinary fields (such as in “African Studies”).
Such de-/re-centring acts as a means for African researchers to see
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ourselves, and our relations to others, creatively, critically, and ethically
before radiating outwards. Within this is the ethical injunction for the
university’s knowledges and ways of being to not be alienating to the life
experiences of Africans (Ratele, 2019).

Limitations to the agency of individuals and constraints on curriculum
design are many. In contexts where political will and a critical mass
can exert collective action and urgency, more openings are possible. In
some contexts, this is happening through the access of first-generation
students, and in turn first generation academics. Such conditions are
being seized for cultivating academic citizens’ responsibilities to end the
miseducation of the mis-recognition of the modern, western university
to engage with just knowledges, and for educators to enact their roles as
stewards and trustees of knowledges for the common good.

Conclusion

The relation of the curriculum to which knowledges are selected,
foregrounded, and thereby (re)produced through what is taught and
what is learnt is not a marginal concern. In a time when the social
justice imperatives of “public good” have been all but emptied out and
reduced to only a few publics within nation-bound stratifications and
geopolitical priorities, there is too much importance to avoid engaging
with the common good of knowledges. While many dominant voices
in decolonisation drives are understandably concerned with the
human, these too must not be separated from the entanglements of the
university’s knowledges with the violences done to non-human animals
and environments which have led to the age of the Anthropocene and
environmental melancholia (Lertzman, 2015). Decolonisation thus
extends dominant notions of the common:

It is about humankind ruling in common for a common which includes
the non-humans, which is the proper name for democracy. (Mbembe,
2015, p. 10)

The common goods of knowledges are situated, extended, delineated,
and connected in their relations to the human and non-human
subjectivities impacted in the classroom and beyond, across the globe.
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The call to “decolonise the curriculum” is inclusive of the formal,
informal, and hidden aspects of the micro, meso and micro-curriculum,
particularly when calls are linked to “decolonising the university”. This
chapter has argued that the segregation of the micro-curriculum of
teaching-and-learning from these wider relations is a cause for concern.
Decolonising endeavours can be too easily compartmentalised, creating
gaps in our academic practices which allow for the domestification
of academic practice and even the commodification of this discourse.
Such individual or institutional profit is gained to the detriment of
decolonisation serving the global common good.

This chapter offers some deliberations about why teachers should
actively engage their critical and generative agency within higher
education when it comes to the decolonisation of “knowledge”.
Creating the environments to critique “knowledge” by facilitating the
development of critical consciousness within students’, colleagues’
and one’s own processes of enquiry and learning about the university,
is within educators’ sphere of influence. Doing so would contribute to
destabilising the reproduction of the hegemonic ordering of knowledge
delegitimation within the micro-curriculum. It would open space to
engage with knowledges marginalised, misrecognised, excluded, or
destroyed without requiring their appropriation or assimilation, but
rather relations of curiosity, desire, doubt, and recognition.

Academics have power (and responsibility) as trustees of education
and of knowledges. Exercising this with ethical humility may better
serve to build the critical consciousness of academic citizens to the
injustices of that/those harmed, to recognise and assert what should
be reclaimed from that appropriated, to commemorate that which has
resisted or continued despite the modern university, and to work with
those (within and beyond HE) who can strengthen that made fragile.
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