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The Sustainable Development Goals in Higher
Education

“Offering ‘critical hope’ for a more sustainable future, this clearly written book exam-
ines how higher education can engage in transforming itself and the world by consid-
ering the vision of social and environmental justice represented by the UN Sustainable
Development Goals. Steele and Rickards challenge universities to become enablers of
change by combining deep institutional commitments with bold, ethical cultures of
innovation, and to integrate the SDGs into inclusive research and teaching. Especially
impressive is the way in which the authors draw on social theory and constructive
criticisms of higher education and development, to provide positive and actionable
pathways forward. Reading the manuscript, I wanted to immediately share the
insights of this book with my university leadership, my faculty colleagues and my
students, especially as we try to navigate a post pandemic, antiracist, more equal and
low carbon future for people and the planet.”
—Diana Liverman, Regents Professor and Director of the
School of Geography, Development, and Environment,
University of Arizona, USA

“The world’s universities are important for achieving the UN Sustainable
Development Goals. What should universities be offering to this effort? Equally
important, how should universities themselves change, in response to the SDGs?
Wendy Steele and Lauren Rickards provide a unique, up-to-date guide to these

issues, offering frameworks for thought and resources for action.”
—Raewyn Connell, Emerita Professor, Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences,
University of Sydney, and author of 7he Good University

“This book presents a compelling and refreshing take on the contemporary uni-

versity and its transformative potential. Analysing the engagement between the

Sustainable Development Goals and higher education, Steele and Rickards pro-

vide energy and hope for those of us exhausted by the continual restructuring of
the neoliberal university.”

—Lesley Head, Redmond Barry Distinguished Professor, School

of Geography, The University of Melbourne, Australia
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Preface

How Did We Get Here?

How did the world get to the point of entering the multi-catastrophic
Anthropocene? How did universities get to the point of being places of
intense paradox? And how did we, as two Australian university-based
academics who research the impacts and antecedents of the climate emer-
gency from a critical social science perspective, get to the point of writing
this book on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the role of
higher education?

All of These Things Are Interrelated

As academics based in a public university system under enormous growth
and development pressures with scaffolding flow-on effects for people,
place and planet, we are highly alert to the fact that the crisis in higher
education mirrors the broader climate of crisis and change. Despite the
rhetoric around sustainability, impact and engagement, there is too little
urgency or action within the mainstream Academy or in society on the
big societal issues such as climate change, biodiversity loss and deep
inequalities.



Vi Preface

Decoupling the ‘idea of the university’ from the developmentalities
that have led to current global conditions of unsustainability has never
been more needed. And yet it has never felt so hard. The issue is that
they are inextricably linked—joined at the hip—with shared histories,
trajectories and legacies that must be first recognised and understood in
order to be meaningfully addressed. This inconvenient, uncomfortable
truth utterly disrupts the idea that universities are above, beyond or
outside the worlds they critique and serve. It exposes the notion that
universities can choose to engage, or not, as a myth—the question is how,
not if, they affect the sustainable development challenge.

Sustainable Development for Who, How,
When and to What Effect?

Now more than ever it is clear that we cannot neglect our global context
and local connections. The SDG agenda is not perfect, but it holds
radical potential relative to what many universities currently do and
offers a platform and prospects for transformative action and change.
Universities are at the heart of sustainability from the inside out. The
SDGs are a shared witness statement to the state of the planet, one that
requires humility and responsibility, but also brings with it hope that 2
more sustainable future is still possible.

Melbourne, VIC, Australia Wendy Steele
Lauren Rickards
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A Transformative Agenda

Bearing Witness

We have overrun the world ...
The real threat is not to the survival of the planet, but to the survival of
humanity.'

These are the raw statements by ninety-four-year-old British filmmaker
and historian David Attenborough in A Life on our Planet. For much of
the film he stares directly into the camera as he describes the world’s dev-
astating biodiversity loss at the hands of humanity, the furious pace of
human progress, unconstrained consumption of finite natural resources
and the cumulative impacts of the climate emergency. This is his witness
statement: ‘a stark warning of how—as a society—we have squandered
this gift’.> He remains hopeful however that a different, more sustainable
future is possible.

That other sustainable worlds are still possible is similarly the central
message in the decolonial manifestos of Buen vivir (South America),
Ubuntu (South Africa) and Swaraj (India). These visions of social and

ecological commons focus on futures that are community-centric,

© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2021 1
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ecologically balanced and culturally sensitive. ‘It’s a vision and a platform
for thinking and practising alternative futures focused on lived practice,
that is aware of—and connected to—global movements of local solidari-
ties that promote collaborative consumption and economies of sharing
and care’.’ The aim is to fundamentally repoliticise sustainability and its
links to development trajectories. As the Uluru Statement of the Heart in
Australia eloquently states:

sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or
‘mother nature’, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who
were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and must one day return
thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the owner-
ship of the soil, or better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extin-
guished and co-exists with the sovereignty of the Crown. How could it be
otherwise? That peoples possessed a land for sixty millennia and this sacred
link disappears from world history in merely the last two hundred years?*

At the heart of the idea of sustainable development are the prospects
for future sustainability historically linked to the trajectory and legacy of
modern capitalist development. In this sense sustainability and develop-
ment sit ‘against’ each other. As Laura Kipnis describes, ‘to be against’ has
multiple meanings’: it can be to stand opposed, but also to lean together
or towards, foster and bolster.® It is within this relational context that we
explore the role and contribution of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) as a transformative framework within the context of higher
education.

The key premise of this book is that new progressive directions and
possibilities for deeply engaging with the SDGs are opening up for uni-
versities—and yet remain under threat. As a United Nations-led and
goal-driven initiative, the SDG agenda is not without risks and, like uni-
versities, is rightly subjected to criticism about the inadequacy of ‘the
master’s tools for dismantling the master’s house’.” However as civil rights
and feminist activist Audre Lorde goes on to say, ‘in our world, divide
and conquer must become define and empower’.

Our approach to the book is not to polarise the SDGs as ‘sinner or
saint’, but instead to critically position them as an imperfect but
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crucial and collective witness statement to the unsustainability of our age.
By focusing on the critical role of education about, for and through the
SDGs, we seek to advance constructive engagement with higher educa-
tion that is both progressive and meaningful.® We are all responsible for
bearing witness to the ecocide and genocide being driven by unsustain-
able modern development (including in higher education) with its
aggressive economic growth and an ongoing colonial legacy. In higher
education and elsewhere, a transformative agenda is needed that addresses
this unsustainability in ways that are genuine and regenerative. The SDGs
offer a starting point for such work, if we shift the emphasis from ‘cock-
pitism’ to critical co-production in place and practice.’

To ‘bear witness’ is not a passive position, but instead offers a powerful
way of working through difficulties or trauma by being both present and
committed to critical, regenerative action. This involves the humility and
empathy that ‘moves individuals from the personal act of ‘seeing’ to the
adoption of a public stance by which they become part of a collective,
working through trauma together’.!® Bearing witness means recognising
collective responsibility for unsustainable development trajectories and
impacts (‘developmentalities’) and using it to help move towards recov-
ery— rather than just turning away from a painful past, or even towards
a disconnected utopian future. This is ‘not merely to narrate, but to com-
mit oneself and the narrative to others: to take responsibility for history
or for the truth of the occurrence’.!’ This is the starting point for collec-
tive action and healing.

In the current climate of environmental change and societal crisis,
higher education needs to both engender and embrace this responsibility,
humility and regenerative praxis. As the SDG agenda makes clear, uni-
versities are a key tool for implementing the SDGs. They are also far more
than this. They are the products and perpetrators of the same growth
developmentalities that continue to generate the Anthropocene, as well
as expressions of the same progressive ambitions and traditions that ani-
mate the SDG agenda. These resonances between universities and the
SDGs mean that higher education—complete with its ambiguities, ten-
sions and potential—is ideally placed to proactively engage.

Universities have a unique capability to find, explore and translate pro-
gressive ideas; to seek and adapt new critical lenses; and develop creative
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ways of unsettling the world—including disrupting or re-formulating
areas where ideas and action around the SDGs have and will become
stuck. At least that is the theory. In practice, universities’ capabilities are
often severely constrained by the very sorts of issues that the SDGs draw
attention to—issues such as inequalities, a lack of decent work, poor gov-
ernance and vulnerability to disruptions. Combined with their far-
reaching impact on the planet, this means that universities need the SDG
agenda as much as the SDG agenda needs universities.

Although most discussion about the two is framed as ‘how can univer-
sities contribute to the SDGs?’, the contribution is two way. The idea that
universities’ role is to help others’ address the SDGs reflects a deeply
unhelpful presumption that universities are separate to the world the
SDGs are addressing. From such a presumption flows the self-serving
misconceptions that universities are mere observers of, not drivers of, the
unsustainable condition of the world, and that they are free to choose
whether or not they contribute to the SDG agenda rather than address
how they already are (for better or worse) affecting the agenda and its
prospects. The SDG-university relationship is one of co-production and
the question is what role universities play. When rooted in honesty and
humility, this role can involve forging ‘new concepts and new productive
ethical relations’.’? It also needs to be about what Rosi Braidotti
describes as:

coming to terms with the unprecedented changes and transformations as
the basic unit of reference of what counts to be human.'

Critical engagement with the SDGs in the sense we envision involves
facing—not running from or brushing over—flaws in the SDG agenda
and recognising that these flaws and their roots are shared by universities.
It involves understanding the reciprocal role of universities within the
contemporary sustainable development challenges presented by the
Anthropocene, and heeding the SDG agenda’s call to face unsustainabil-
ity; boost resilience, adaptation and experimentation; and invest in main-
tenance, repair and regeneration. Such critical engagement helps address
the inevitable question of ‘what should we do?’. To this end, our key
arguments that drive the book can be summarised as two-fold.
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* First, that as an integrative, transformational agenda, the SDGs
demand approaches that work across boundaries, and that connect
efforts across different issues to identify synergies and tensions. For
this reason, the SDG agenda is not just one among many topics or
areas of work within a university, it is a framework and context that
demands a new way of working in all aspects of universities. When it
comes to the SDGs, universities are not just enablers of change but
also zargets of change.

* Second, that individually and collectively we are already engaging with
the SDGs by virtue of being part of the world it represents. For all of
us—including universities—the question is not if, but how and in what
ways do we want to engage with the challenges and opportunities of
sustainability in a climate of change? While maladaptive business as
usual is possible, so too is a transformative approach involving deep
institutional commitment and a bold, innovation culture as the path-
ways to sustainability-led change.

The SDGs as a transformative agenda can serve to bring universities
‘back to e/Earth’ by underlining that all of us and all institutions need to
comprehensively change in order to get society onto a more sustainable
and just pathway. This is about more than getting universities to more
actively help others. It is about improving the consistency between what
universities say and what they do, and closing the enormous gap between
occasional references to ‘sustainable development’ in strategic plans or
curricula, and the actual impact universities are currently having in
the world.

Within both the University and society more broadly, the SDGs
demand approaches that work better to scale up, out and deep' the local
and international efforts that are needed to sustain a// types of life on an
increasingly warming and unequal planet. This includes working at the
nexus of issues such as water, food, carbon, climate and health as a cross-
cutting interdisciplinary and multi-stakeholder agenda that links aca-
demia with the rest of the society. It involves not only new content and
projects, but new structures, processes, cultural norms and ethos that
enable universities to critically evaluate their role in (un)sustainable
development and address their own ambiguities and paradoxes (see
Fig. 1.1 below).
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SDGs as strategic,
SDGs as new evaluative lens

topic(s) to develop :
capabiesand s
offerings in offerings & trajectory

SDGs as
transformational
for Universities

Fig. 1.1 Universities and the SDGs: a transformative agenda. (Source: Authors)

To be a transformative agenda, the SDGs must become embedded in
everything universities do, including leadership, strategies, research,
learning and teaching, partnerships, operations, advocacy and activism.
The SDGs are not just one among many topic areas within a university,
they are a strategic focus and context that demand a new way of working
and offer political opportunities for addressing deep structural inequities.
As Isaac Kamola highlights within the South African anti-apartheid con-
text, while:

universities imagine themselves as “global”, settler colonialism and racial
apartheid—and acts of resistance to them—continue to shape higher edu-
cation. Efforts to engage this historical legacy can serve as a point of inspi-
ration for those critical of the current state of higher education around the
world ... activists—both past and present—know that universities contain
vast political possibilities and that part of reclaiming these possibilities
requires demanding that the university be otherwise.

In the following sections of this introductory chapter, we emphasise
that transformative change is a reciprocal agenda that addresses both the
monsters ‘out there” as well as ‘in here’. We outline the paradoxical role of
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both the SDGs and universities before turning to articulate our critical,
social science approach inspired by feminist scholarship. To this end our
focus is on the need for regenerative responses, ones that aim not only for
the neutralisation of negatives but for the cultivation of new, positive
possibilities. This is what we believe—in their best light—both SDGs
and the universities offer as a transformative agenda. The SDGs prompt
us to ask: what do we want to grow within universities, and what do we
want to weed out in order to translate the agenda into a regenerative tool
on the ground?

Facing Monsters

Transformative change is a reciprocal agenda which requires critically
reflexive action and change both ‘in here’ (i.e. within the academy,
Universities, higher education) and ‘out there’ where universities are
entwined with and part of society more broadly. A global pandemic such
as COVID-19, the more localised disasters of bushfires, droughts or
floods, or global corporate and bureaucratic systems for example, can
take on monstrous lives of their own, full of unimaginable horror.

The monsters we fear say a lot about ourselves and our society, our
fetishes and our anxieties.'® The monster metaphor has been used to
describe multinational corporations and more broadly the growth of cap-
italism and economic ideologies which underpins them, from the fear-
some Scandinavian sea monster ‘The Kraken’, to the blood-sucking
Vampire, to Frankenstein and the Zombie walking, the living un-dead."”
The ‘Corporate Frankenstein Monster’ is a descriptor of ‘plundering, pil-
laging, and polluting the planet for profit’.'® As anthropologist Hariz
Halilovich observes from his research into forced displacement and dias-
pora in post-war Bosnia, what is really frightening is that the monstrosity
apparent in many human activities is real."

Some critical thinkers reject the SDGs as not radical enough, as yet
another example of ‘the masters’ tools’ that have generated our contem-
porary crises. The goals are read as just another ‘developmentality’—or
monster—in our midst: top-down, hierarchical, imperial by design and
nature, driven by instrumental goals and indicators that are neglectful of
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people and place and in particular Indigenous cultures and localised
places. The SDGs, it has been argued, threaten to further legitimise or
reinforce the systems of injustice and lack of sustainability that define the
neoliberalised development status quo.

Political ecologist Maria Kaika, for example, argues that despite the
thetoric of a ‘paradigm shift’ for pursuing the SDGs, the emphasis
remains dependent on ‘old methodological tools (e.g. indicators), techno-
managerial solutions (e.g. smart cities), and institutional frameworks of
an ecological modernization paradigm that did not work’.?® She calls
instead for agendas, frameworks and practices that serve to disrupt path
dependency in order to establish alternative methods for achieving social
equity and environmental sustainability that sit outside the current stazus
quo. In particular she is concerned that the SDGs’ emphasis focuses on
‘what’ needs to change, rather than ‘how’ this change can be achieved
through different practices.

Another serious and legitimate critique of the SDG agenda is its lack
of explicit recognition or engagement with Indigenous rights and sover-
eignty, especially given the agenda’s stated commitment to ensuring that
‘no one is left behind’. This omission is further highlighted by critics who
argue that the application of the SDGs in universities: (1) serves to fur-
ther an econo-centric approach to ecological and sustainability education
that risks ameliorating other ways of knowing and learning, such as
Indigenous ontologies and nature-based pedagogies*'; and (2) that the
focus on the SDGs in pedagogy and research can further entrench the
neoliberalisation of the University and the ways in which sustainability
pedagogy and research develop in higher education to 2030 and beyond.**
There is a risk that capacities for systemic transformation are muted
through homogenous development discourses that do not reflect local
contexts, imposing knowledge from elsewhere in ways that erase local
ways of knowing and doing.” This is ‘the monster that constantly re-
shapes itself to haunt the culture that is using it—not just the culture that
created it’.**

These warnings about and weaknesses in the SDG agenda need to be
taken seriously and used as a constant reminder not to think of the agenda
as some kind of magic formula. Some aspects of the SDG agenda are far
too accepting of the existing context it has emerged out of. The whole



1 A Transformative Agenda 9

agenda needs to be handled in a way that is fully cognisant of the risk that
unthinkingly applying it may reproduce, not dismantle, structural prob-
lems and injustices. Empirical research has already documented, for
instance, the ways in which the SDG agenda is being co-opted in some
situations to reinforce not disassemble extractivist fossil fuel logics. How
the SDG agenda plays out in practice is far from guaranteed.”

But these risks and monstrous aspects of the SDG agenda are exactly
why academic engagement is needed. Furthermore, such engagement is
needed because the academic context is characterised by the same chal-
lenges. Neither the SDG agenda, local initiatives in its name, nor univer-
sities are context- or problem-free. In our opinion, the resultant challenge
is not to wait for a future perfect agenda, free of the taint of the current
world and enacted without tension in diverse contexts, but to get started,
knowing that scrutiny and difficult intellectual and political work are
needed along the way. We say this as academics in Australia, where it has
long been clear that we cannot wait for perfect plans from our political
leaders, and instead need to be clever in subversively utilising what is
available.

Critical, serious and mischievous engagement of the sort that academ-
ics are especially well positioned to foster is needed to help drive the SDG
agenda while improving it and keeping it on track. As enablers and tar-
gets of change, universities are vital to the overall success of the SDG
agenda as a ‘living’ transformative agenda and proliferating collection of
positive initiatives. Academics and academic institutions can be powerful
change agents on all levels of the agenda. They have the capacity to draw
on in-depth analysis to highlight lessons from the past, interrogate the
present, discern genuine opportunities and identify how—despite the
risks—the SDG agenda could be truly transformative moving into
the future.

The seriousness of the global challenges covered by the SDGs makes it
imperative that higher education does not turn away from the SDG
agenda. Rather, there is a need to help shape what the agenda means in
practice and make it the transformative catalyst it needs to be. The
‘regions of human practice with old or established boundaries are being
challenged by new ensembles and configurations ... and can reveal the
origin, identity, purposes and powers of the monster, and in doing so,
ourselves’.?
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For us personally, the SDG agenda reminds us of the dangers not just
of co-optation but of cynicism and perfectionism. While critique of ill-
considered change agendas is essential, the monster we are most afraid of
in the context of the horrors of the Anthropocene is the one that traps us
in its web of criticisms, caveats and academic posturing. We need to act,
and the SDG agenda helps us do so. That alone is reason to engage
with it.

We appreciate the tensions and ironies in taking this stance. But irony
is itself a tool for dealing with the challenges of the Anthropocene;* not
in the sense of a postmodern ‘dispositional irony’ that ‘freezes irony into

8 and breeds cynicism, but in the sense of irony as

an aesthetic pose™
‘among our best methods for immediately and unconsciously adjusting
to complex circumstances’ and coping with the disparities and ‘inchoate-
ness of the human condition’.*” This is about an ironic relation to the
world, one that appreciates that the world’s inherent relationality means
it always exceeds our understanding but also means we cannot help but
act, even if (or perhaps especially if) we do nothing. Bronislaw Szerszynski
argues that an ‘ironic world relation’ offers a way to both recognise ‘fail-
ure and error’ and push us ‘to act, with due care, in the very face of that
recognition’.*’

In this way, embracing irony and imperfection helps us address ‘the
ecological paradox’ of informed inaction® and the ‘politics of actually
existing unsustainability’®* that characterises the role of universities in
current (un)sustainable development. As we outline in this book, it calls
on us to consider more deeply the implications of the SDG agenda for
the university sector, and the implications of not waking up.

Who's Afraid of the SDGs?

The critiques being raised of the SDGs are vitally important to attend to
as both the means and ends of our current planetary-scale crisis are deeply
and inextricably linked to the prospects and possibilities for transforma-
tive change. These criticisms are also reflected in the critiques of the mod-
ern university: from its colonial origins through to neoliberal reform and
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many universities prioritisation of profit over public service, financial
return over investment, and performance indicators and net promoter
scores over real ‘impact’.

Just like the SDGs, ‘the university’ is characterised by complexity, ten-
sions and inconsistencies that can serve to inspire or inhibit, impoverish
or empower, hurt or heal. In particular, the university is a place of para-
dox that holds both conservative and transformational tendencies. There
are at least three common manifestations of this paradox we would like
to draw attention to.

1. Tradition and radical change—As institutions, universities and associ-
ated groups such as academic disciplines can be deeply resistant to
change, which is one reason they have been both relatively immune to
disruption over the centuries and repeatedly targeted for ‘makeovers’
by private sector interests. At the same time, the Academy and higher
education is founded on a commitment to intellectual freedom and
critique, a generator of novelty and innovation, and an enabler (if not
always site) of profound social change.

2. Wealth and financial precarity—Universities have the ability to gener-
ate and concentrate both great wealth and great financial precarity. As
COVID-19 and the related economic crisis have exposed starkly,
some institutions, disciplinary areas and staff are disproportionately
wealthy and secure, while financial and career precarity have become
ever more thoroughly entrenched for others (notably casualised staff,
many students, and universities outside the global elite).?

3. Inclusion and exclusion—As institutions committed to the value of
ideas and knowledge as a common good, universities espouse and
facilitate democracy and openness. Their relative independence means
many universities can actively embed inclusive and democratic prac-
tices and try to promote and enable them in wider society, including
by providing citizens with important insights and information. Yet
universities also have the capacity to exclude, exploit and entrench
concentrations of power and privilege. Whether manifest in who
has access or whose voices are prioritised in curricula, partnerships
and university decision-making, universities can be welcoming and
open-minded, or hostile and oligarchic.
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To address these contradictions and tensions, we must do more than
just critique the SDG agenda as the new monster in our midst. Critique
allows us to ‘unveil, uncover and critically re-examine the convincing log-
ics and operations’ of truth claims. While useful in finding fault—and
certainly a technique we use in this book—critique retains ‘a certain
external knowingness, a certain ability to look in from the outside and
unravel and examine and expose that which had seemingly lay hidden’. It
is thus insufficient in helping us address the world of global sustainable
development and universities that we are part of, especially given that the
current unsustainable state of the world points in myriad ways to the col-
lapse of the dichotomies of ‘inside’ and ‘outside’.** Critique is also liable
to paranoia of the sort that sees only negatives.” To negotiate these chal-
lenges, we need not only irony but what Irit Rogoff calls ‘criticality’: ‘a
double occupation in which we are both fully armed with the knowledges
of critique, able to analyse and unveil, while at the same time sharing and
living out the very conditions which we are able to see through’.>®

Both the SDGs and universities are complex, diverse assemblages of
people, practices, materials, spaces, conversations, initiatives and ideas
that have long historical roots and are continually shifting and remade
every day. Their outcomes are necessarily experimental and intersecting.
As William Mosely notes, the SDG agenda is one part of ‘myriad [...]
development experiments (or natural experiments) to try to improve the
human experience’ underway in the world. Universities have long been
central to these experiments and remain so in the era of the SDGs, regard-
less of whether they acknowledge it

In the play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Wolf? Edward Albee implicitly
examines the relationship between universities and society. Ablee paints a
portrait of a ruined Western civilisation balanced between history and
science on the one hand, and the brutal relationship of university profes-
sor George and his partner Martha on the other. Set at an after party of
university colleagues that descends into a ‘boozy marital slug-fest’, the
play presents George and Martha tearing each other apart with word
games that continually confound the difference between truth and illu-
sion. George ‘vacillates between detachment and involvement’ in the nas-
tiness he helps precipitate, including adopting the classic academic stance
of detachment—that of a commentator on the chaos unfolding around
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and through him.*® Written in the early 1960s when the US was emerg-
ing from the ‘narcoleptic Eisenhower years when a fragile cold war peace
that depended on the balance of terror’,”” the play presents the dysfunc-
tional politics and monstrosity of middle-class American marriage, values
and universities as a devastating microcosm of, and parable about, the
dangers of self-delusion/destruction amidst the violence, complacency
and excess of Western modernity.

Universities remain microcosms of wider society and its monstrous
politics. Similarly, academics frequently ‘vacillate between detachment
and involvement in how they attempt to relate to this broader context as
well as their own more local ones. Thanks in part to the culture of height-
ened competition that now pervades universities, many academics ignore
much of the world but invest large amounts of emotional and physical
energy into brutal scholarly encounters in the Academy, striving to dis-
tinguish themselves by contesting others. This points us to a further dan-
ger of critique: that criticisms are driven by a habitual contrariness and
desire for point scoring rather than a deep conviction that critique is
actually productive in a given situation.

Critique clearly can be productive in terms of the SDGs, but it needs
to stem from a commitment to engaging not merely with arguments but
with consequences and outcomes. Geographer Diana Liverman, for
instance, calls on geographers to engage more deeply and systematically
with the SDGs in creative and constructive ways. Highly alert to the
paradoxes and perversities of the SDGs, she calls out the paradoxes and
perversities of academics refusing to engage with such a global agenda,
particularly given the privileged capacity many of us have to ‘work within
the system’. She asks:

Can we constructively engage with the post-2015 development agenda and
the SDGs in ways that are progressive and meaningful? And what does
constructive engagement imply for our everyday scholarship, service,
and outreach?

Taking up Liverman’s provocation, Farhana Sultana concurs:
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If we want emancipatory politics and transformations in development, we
need to challenge and improve what is done in the name of SDGs, keeping
central the issues of social justice and ethical engagement. ... We need to
reassess what it means for us to be ‘engaged’ scholars, and what kind of
impact we hope for (whether achievable or not). [...] We need to engage
critically and constructively, however we can. Too much is at stake to not
do so. If the SDGs are truly to be useful and have transformative potential,
then we must be part of that conversation too, and develop new tools to
dismantle the master’s house.*°

When we use the term ‘universities’ or ‘the university’ in this book we
do so merely as a shorthand for what we know is a highly heterogeneous
and dynamic institution and sector. Indeed, it is the existence of diversity
and change within the sector that fuels our argument that today’s ‘typical’
university could be otherwise. We also use the term SDGs knowing what
a messy array of ideas and voices they contain, and what varied interpre-
tations and implementation efforts they are stimulating. Again, it is the
internal heterogeneity and capacity for manoeuvre and co-production
that we find one of the most interesting and motivating things about them.

It is because the SDG agenda and universities are not fixed or given
that we believe the SDG-university relation should not be superficially
decreed, nor rejected out of hand. Even within the constraints of heavily
neoliberalised universities, there are innumerable opportunities for uni-
versity staff and students to work in creative and critical ways with the
SDGs. Even just beginning with a few of the SDGs—for example, decent
work, reduced inequality, good governance and climate action—points
to the mammoth task ahead, as well as the possibilities for driving inter-
nal and external improvements.

A growing number of universities are now working to embed the
SDGs into their strategic plans, research activities, curriculum, pedagogy,
student experiences, graduate attributes and institutional reporting.
Some universities are focusing on a small subset of the SDGs, whilst oth-
ers are taking them as a whole and considering their higher-order objec-
tives. Here, we take the latter approach because no SDG can be ignored.
The university sector’s internal diversity is a unique match for the array of
issues covered by the SDGs, and the agenda is designed to be integrative



1 A Transformative Agenda 15

precisely because more reductionist approaches have helped generate the
trouble we are in today.

Focused broadly on the agenda’s two pillars—social justice and envi-
ronmental sustainability—we explore how they intersect with the three
paradoxes outlined earlier. Although a work in progress, our analysis to
date has convinced us that universities have an important role to play in
helping drive progressive and meaningful change, beginning with inter-
nalising them and applying them to their own operations and then reach-
ing out to as many different groups as possible. There are many pathways
and forms this could take.

Despite universities many flaws and the deep legacy of development,
including contemporary neoliberal notions of status and progress, we do
not want to just jettison the idea and possibilities of the university for
bringing about transformative change. Nor do we dismiss the potential of
the SDGs, whose potentially transformative lines of flight are yet to be
explored. However, to engage with the SDGs means bearing witness to
the unsustainability of our current global conditions, the role of universi-
ties within this, and the discomfort, contradictions, tensions, fear, sad-
ness, silences—as well as the creative spaces and transformative
possibilities—that this can provoke.

Staying with the Trouble

The vision we outline in this book is of universities at the forefront of
reflexive and critical thinking and action around the SDGs to both iden-
tify synergies and tensions and co-develop advice, activism and advocacy
with a wide range of cross-sector stakeholders. We dare imagine this as
the beginning of a progressive turn in higher education, one that uses the
SDG agenda as a vehicle for transformative change. Underpinning this
vision is an intellectual framework that approaches what universities and
SDGs are and how they relate to each other and wider phenomenon as
an open question, not an analytical starting point.

Our basic starting point is feminist and critical social science scholar-
ship that not only identifies and tackles how to reframe and reshape fun-
damental problems in the world but also attends closely to the question
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of why, and in what ways, we should do so. Core to this is reflecting on
the particular social configuration known as academia that we are part of
and considering how it is interacting with—and could interact with—
other aspects of the world. The goal here is to shift attention from a focus
on the ‘the what' to ‘the how’ of the SDGs as a university priority and
agenda. We then go further to focus on the equally critical questions of
‘why’ engage with the SDGs and ‘to what ends’ does/will this serve pro-
gressive ends for the university and society.

Informed by pragmatic philosophy, this is about what Henrik Wagenaar
calls attending to meaning-in-action.”! It is about using a critical and
dialogical lens that serves the common good. In other words, our focus is
less on the universities and SDGs as abstract categories and more on what
they are doing, or could do, in practice. Urban planning activist Leonie
Sandercock describes this as a commitment to ‘practising utopia’ by tak-
ing a position on issues of democracy, power, social justice and sustain-
ability within ‘actually existing practices’. This in turn involves the
development of a new dialectical imagination and the concomitant pos-
sibilities for both ‘mobilizing hope’ and ‘negotiating fears’ around a sus-
tainable future.*?

Many of the contemporary systems underpinning current unsustain-
ability are robust, resilient assemblages (what Michel Foucault might call
a dispositif),” held together in any one site or scale by a wide array of
interlocking factors. From assumptions, norms and KPIs, to software
programs, practices and rhythms, together these can make even the most
critical and creative individuals feel like a cog in a machine. The chal-
lenge, therefore, should not be underestimated. At all levels, from indi-
viduals to universities to the planet, what is needed is better ways of
surviving or coping. This goes far beyond how universities or people
within them can ‘be more resilient—whatever that actually means.

Our collective ways of ‘surviving’ or ‘coping’ on this planet are far from
sufficient in this climate of change. Stressors need to be neutralised, not
normalised, and systems repaired and nurtured, not written off.
Within universities such stressors extend far beyond the realm of the
neoliberalism/s that many of us try to resist. Older conservative aspects of
universities and global development agendas—including their classed,
gendered and raced elements, close ties with the military and purported
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apoliticism—also need to be dismantled and replaced with inclusivity,
reflexivity and transparency. Universities are also far from immune to
other, more-than-economic global stressors, including the far-reaching
effects of climate change, ocean acidification, biodiversity loss and pan-
demics.* Along with every other group of people, collection of places
or set of practices, universities cannot function on a dysfunctional planet.
As Tristan McCowan notes, the university-society relationship is a
complex one, ‘involving the impact of the university on society (through
the work and lives of its graduates, through the production of knowledge
and through direct interaction with communities), but also the influence
of society on the university, in a cyclical dynamic’.¥ When feedbacks
onto and from the planet are added in, the relationship is especially com-
plex. To address this reality, universities, along with every other organisa-
tion, need to not only ‘do less harm’ but ‘do more good t00’.%¢ As well as
neutralising stressors, all of us need to (re)generate positive futures.
Feminist scholar Donna Haraway cautions against turning away from
the big challenges and argues we should instead ‘stay with the trouble of
living and dying in response-ability on a damaged earth’. This means
bearing witness to the trouble of our times, rather than pinning our hopes
on an imagined future that is decoupled from the monstrosity of the past
and plresent.47 To this end, her mobilisation and meaning of ‘to trouble’

is three-fold:

* Firstly, to recognise and accept that we live in troubling times, ‘turbid,
mixed up and disturbing’;

* Secondly, that to change this we need to make trouble and ‘stir up
potent responses to devastating events’; and

* Finally, we need to then settle the troubled waters through the rebuild-
ing of people, planet and place.®

As we have argued, the SDGs are not inherently static or repressive—
unless we make them so—and nor are universities. There is scope to carve
out the regenerative and transformative change we seek and need.
Conceiving of universities and the SDGs as assemblages rather than sta-
ble, self-evident entities exposes the many aspects of each that remain
beyond the reach of neoliberal efforts, or resilient to its impositions.
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A similar stance is needed on neoliberalism and capitalism themselves,
as scholars such as Sally Weller, J.K. Gibson-Graham and Brian Massumi
have argued.” In contrast to disempowering images of either The
Economy or The Market as all-encompassing and centrally controlled
totalities, they are understood instead as messy assemblages that rely on
being continually remade. Crucially, this means they are open to resis-
tance, evolution and transformation, as efforts to recover from the
COVID-19 disruption may demonstrate.

Universities are also diverse and messy, characterised by ‘varieties of
academic capitalism’ among other things.”® Similarly, universities could
help change, contest and succeed neoliberalism and capitalism. Crucially,
the SDG agenda offers a valuable tool in doing so. For example, the com-
mitment to economic growth featured in SDG 8 (Decent Work and
Economic Growth) is an opportunity to foreground and address the per-
verse effects of economic fundamentalism on other goals, the SDG
agenda as a whole and the worlds we share.”!

Universities need to engage much more deliberately with the real world
they are part of, but real-world relevance is not about a hard-nosed,
unthinking push to contribute more directly to economic growth. It is
about acknowledging the complex material realities that universities have
never left, and starting to reverse some of the damage universities and all
of us within them have been complicit in generating. Following Simone
de Beauvoir, ‘It is in the knowledge of the genuine conditions of our lives
that we must draw our strength to live and our reasons for acting’.>?

Reworking the Matrix

The question then is how universities and the SDGs might be brought
together to work in concert for positive transformational change. It is a
question we begin to address in this book, acknowledging that wide and
ongoing dialogue and experimentation is needed. We argue that the two
crucial factors are: the depth and breadth of a university’s and the sector’s
institutional commitment; and the ethics and boldness of their innova-
tion culture, where innovation is understood as doing something differ-
ently and universities are understood as targets as well as sources of
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change. As outlined in Fig. 1.2, each can be mapped as an axis or con-
tinuum that yields four plausible scenarios that provide the basis for
informed discussion about the strategic direction of university engage-
ment with the SDGs: disengaged, paternalistic, tolerant or
transformative.

The two axes of commitment and innovation represent two key uncer-
tainties or questions: How deeply will a university commit to the SDGs?
How bold and ethical will its innovation culture be? Where a university
positions itself with regards to these two questions will determine its
approach and potential for transformative change. Our aim is to provide
some provocations to contribute to this dialogue, informed by our expe-
riences of discussing and working with many others within universities
about the SDGs, what they mean and how they might be used.

Innovation culture: BOLD

TOLERANT TRANSFORMATIONAL

DISENGAGED PATERNALISTIC

Institutional Commitment: SHALLOW
Institutional Commitment: DEEP

Innovation culture: Conventional

Fig. 1.2 Four possible scenarios for university engagement with the SDGs.
(Source: Authors)
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Axis 1: Institutional Commitment (Shallow to Deep)

At one end of the institutional commitment spectrum is Shallow
Commitment which takes the form of tolerance for or occasional endorse-
ment of SDG-related initiatives. Efforts around the SDGs may or may
not exist in this scenario, but if they do, they are largely the work of iso-
lated individuals or groups and are generally ad hoc, disconnected, invis-
ible to most people, and quickly forgotten. They include one-off events,
single assessment tasks or courses, occasional publications and short-lived
research, operational projects or static webpages. The SDGs are treated (if
at all) as a specialist topic and matter of personal interest, with limited
relevance to the functioning of the institution’s core business. More spe-
cifically, the SDGs are misunderstood by many people as simply a tradi-
tional international developmentissue and thus salient only to low-income
countries and development specialists.

At the other end of the spectrum is Deep Commitment. Here, SDG
engagement is characterised by strong institutional leadership, strategic
prioritisation, cultural commitment and a critical pedagogy around pro-
gressive transformation. The SDGs are recognised and represented as part
of a new global agenda for universities, communities and all professions.
They are used as an integrative, long-term, systematic framework of
engagement that encompasses—with a view to transforming where
needed—all university functions, components and stakeholders. From
the university’s strategic plan to professional development and promotion
of staff, from its resourcing of research to selection of industry partners,
the SDGs are used as a cohering, focusing framework. The university
commitment to the SDGs is visible internally and externally, with far-
reaching institutional impacts.

Axis 2: Innovation Culture (Conventional
to Ethical/Bold)

Universities may be deeply committed to SDG engagement across the
institution, but still not do much differently, other than reshape their
existing processes and practices. Cutting across the question of
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commitment is the question of an organisation’s innovation culture,
which can be characterised by how routine or imaginative it is. Routine
innovation often involves the prolific production of innovation outputs
developed in a conventional, competitive way, typically focused on tech-
nologies and business. One of the ironies of innovation is that as a con-
cept it is far from novel. Indeed, it is now mainstream, often forced, and
largely habitual, driven by an unthinking and seemingly inexorable need
to produce new products (including academic papers) for the market. A
conventional innovation culture perpetuates this robotic approach.

Situated at the other end of the innovation culture spectrum is a bolder,
more radical approach to innovation that nurtures creative shifts and
scales them out to generate uptake and to progressively alter, not rein-
force, the existing institutional environment. Avoiding critique and
change for their own sake, this approach involves innovating not just
with products, but with ways of doing things, including innovation itself.
The aim is to more explicitly, directly and effectively connect a universi-
ty’s work to meet society’s needs.

Responsive to calls over the last two decades for a ‘new social contract’
for academia,” this attempted repositioning of universities involves a
shift from top-down, linear, knowledge-centric models of innovation to
more systemic, inclusive, action-oriented ways of doing innovation. It
also responds to the growing realisation that the conventional approach
to innovation is a source of problems as much as solutions, underlying
many environmental harms and social injustices, as well as the unhelpful
attitude in academia (mentioned above) of constant, competition-driven
criticism of others.

An ethics-based approach to innovation is courageous, imaginative,
generous and intelligent enough to not just change product specifications
but also systems, goals and paradigms—including the innovation culture
itself—so that societal needs and goals are more effectively met and peo-
ple are nurtured along the way. Universities are being called upon to
confront the effectiveness and ethics of their innovation strategies and
practices. The challenge is to bring to the fore this ethical dimension and
to confront it head on in order to better align activities with a desired
ethical framework, such as the SDGs. The ethical innovation we propose
can be summed up as responsible, attentive, disruptive, authentic and regen-
erative. We discuss ethical innovation in more detail in Chap. 4.
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Future Scenarios

Though the future is unknown, it is highly likely that universities will be
expected to more directly address the SDGs as issues such as climate
change escalate. How, though, will any one institution respond? The two
axes of commitment and innovation outlined above represent four pos-
sible scenarios, as shown above in Fig. 1.2. While these are clearly simpli-
fications, each scenario provides a heuristic tool for thinking through
options for a university and the implications of these choices.

Tolerant

The first scenario combines a shallow institutional commitment with a
bold innovation culture. The tolerance pathway frames the SDGs as a
specialist topic that some staff, students and partners are interested in,
and are in fact doing creative and important things with. At the institu-
tional level, the SDGs are resourced in a minor way, but are not recog-
nised as a major societal challenge or guiding parameter, or as relevant to
the institution as a whole. Instead, the university abides with some staff
and students working in the area, reports diligently on the SDGs and
cherry picks opportunities from the SDG agenda in keeping with its
largely agnostic, opportunistic attitude to topic areas. Those actively
working on the SDGs are largely left to their own devices, perhaps devel-
oping niches of radical innovation (e.g. bold experiments with partners
in government, business and community), but in a generally isolated
manner that is despite, not because of, what the rest of the university or
academic sector is doing.

Disengaged

The second scenario represents a step backwards. It consists of a shallow
institutional commitment and conventional innovation culture. Here, a
university may commence work on the SDGs but it stagnates and fades
over time, withering away to become just one of a number of reporting
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requirements and past enthusiasms. Some SDG work continues in the
university, but it is largely ad hoc and driven by external requirements
such as demands from funding bodies, industry partners and university
ranking processes. Meanwhile, the university innovation culture is
focused ever more narrowly on accelerating and refining existing product
development processes and serving certain market players, while remain-
ing disengaged from most of the society and the processes’ wider ramifi-
cations. Individuals striving to do things differently are implicitly
discouraged and will likely move on to other more open-minded institu-
tions or sectors.

Paternalism

In the third scenario, a deeper institutional commitment is combined
with a conventional innovation culture. The university works to embed
the SDG agenda as a strategic priority from the top down across its four
core functions of research, education, governance and operations, and
external leadership. It takes the SDGs seriously as a moral obligation and/
or as a pressure that the institution is compelled to adapt to, even if it is
not convinced of the importance of revitalising sustainable development
per se. As with the associated impact agenda, the university directs staff
and students to engage with the SDGs in their work through a variety of
compulsory and voluntary mechanisms including, for example, aware-
ness raising, the inclusion of the SDGs as criteria in staff promotion pro-
cesses, the resourcing of some SDG research initiatives and the
incorporation of the SDG agenda into the institution’s strategic plan.
While some of these initiatives succeed in generating enthusiasm among
some staff and students, others resist it as a bureaucratic imposition or
adopt a minimal compliance mindset.

Transformational

The final scenario—the one we want to help generate through this book
and other efforts—is focused on the need for transformation. It combines
a deep institutional commitment and a bold, ethical innovation culture.
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The transformational scenario involves a critical, ethical commitment to
rapidly transitioning the university into a better position in order to help
transition the world onto a more sustainable, socially just pathway. It
commits to the principles and ethos of ethical innovation and works
determinedly to scale bold, ethical innovations for sustainable develop-
ment up and out, both across the University—from domain to domain,
project to project, process to process, course to course—and across its
stakeholder places, organisations and sectors. This institutional commit-
ment is deep, bold and pioneering, showcasing and sharing different epis-
temological understandings and pedagogical practices, underpinned by
visionary leadership, resources and support. If not now, then when?

Pathways and Provocations

The chapters of this book call for transformational change for universities
in a world in crisis. The pathways and provocations of the book position
the SDGs as a critical, regenerative lens for universities and higher educa-
tion: an orientation and orienting device—outwards and inwards—to
the past, and to a more positive future. The emphasis is not only about
what universities can do for SDGs (although this is clearly important)
but also about what SDGs can do for universities given their shared
‘developmentality’, neoliberal legacies and boundary-crossing character.
The first half of the book lays out the intellectual framework and prac-
tical agenda driving the book. This chapter outlines our critical approach
to the SDGs as a witness statement to the unsustainability of modern
development (including in higher education). Our starting point is femi-
nist and critical social science scholarship that seeks to reframe and
reshape the dominant developmentalities but also attends closely to the
question of why and in what ways we should do so. The goal here is to
shift attention from a focus on the ‘the what” to ‘the how’ of the SDGs as
a university priority and agenda. We then go further to focus on the
equally critical questions of ‘why’ engage with the SDGs and ‘to what
ends” does/will this serve progressive ends for the university and society.
Core to this is reflecting on the particular social configuration known
as academia that we are part of and considering how it is interacting
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with—and could interact with—other aspects of the world. We make the
case for universities to embrace a deep commitment to the SDGs com-
bined with a bold, ethical innovation culture. This would lead to trans-
formational change in and through organisations and the academic sector
if operationalised effectively. It represents the scaling up of an idea—such
as the SDGs—from a niche concept into the workings of institutions, up
through the levels of governance that scales deep and wide. The SDGs
become embedded in everything universities do—as critical co-
production and regenerative assemblages.

In Chap. 2 we turn more explicitly to the evolving role of the SDGs
within the context of the Anthropocene. The story of the SDG agenda is
a story about development and the relationship between the present and
the future. Not only does the SDG agenda aim to shift existing develop-
ment trajectories but the way it is itself narrated by groups such as the
UNDP above (the United Nations Development Program) casts it as a
positive development in and of itself, as a kind of awakening and new
age. What the SDGs do in practice, however, is far from certain or prede-
termined. Shaping its actual outcomes are legacies from the past, compet-
ing worldviews and different readings of the sustainable development
challenge.

Within the context of the Anthropocene, the 2030 SDG agenda rep-
resents the goal posts we jointly need to orient towards and to find ways
of working differently. These goal posts are wide and diverse but represent
a significant shift from the stazus guo within both universities and society.
Encompassing action on climate change, transformational innovation,
resilient infrastructure, economic progress, gender equity, good gover-
nance and environmental sustainability, the SDGs represent a new stan-
dard by which good practice and success are now being understood and
measured. They are stimulating interest in alternatives to dominant
modes of development (including those within the university). The
Indigenous Latin American worldview Buen vivir (living well) for exam-
ple resonates with aspects of the SDGs* and invites ways to re-imagine
higher education that pushes beyond the limitations of the neoliberal
ideology committed to economic growth at the expense of the
environment.
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Chapter 3 directs and develops the focus on the reciprocal role of the
universities and the SDGs as both process and outcome (i.e. means and
ends) in the age of disruption, crisis and change. Moving beyond the
nationalistic and individualistic competitor mindset, the SDGs encour-
age universities to heed the global call to action. Universities are vital
to progressing the SDG agenda—both as large organisations in their
own right and as enablers of others. They have a fundamental role to
play across all four of their functions: learning and teaching, research
impact, external leadership and internal operations. In the twenty-first
century, universities have the opportunity and capacity to move into a
leading position in supporting and promoting sustainability through
research, education, external leadership and governance. This goes
beyond mapping existing SDG capabilities, to embedding sustainabil-
ity vertically and horizontally across diverse communities of practice,
sectors and scales.

The main argument of Chap. 3 is that universities are not isolated
ivory towers, floating free from the rest of the world. As their remaking as
corporations over the last fifty years illustrates, they are ‘of the world’. For
better or worse, they are being constantly reshaped by the world and, for
better or worse, they are continually shaping the world—in ways that far
exceed laborious efforts at ‘engagement’. Universities are not just enablers
of change in the SDG agenda but also important targets of change.
Whether conceived as primarily members of the public or private sector,
universities are large organisations/institutions with a wide range of inter-
nal functions and responsibilities with far-reaching implications for the
SDG agenda. For universities to perform their unique function as
enablers of change, they need to simultaneously embrace their role as
targets for change and ensure they are role modelling the sort of approaches
and impacts they want to engender.

Chapter 4 outlines and articulates the principles underpinning ‘Ethical
Innovation’ asa normative frame for higher education, thatis, Responsible,
Authentic, Disruptive, Adaptive, Regenerative (RADAR). The urgency
and complexity of sustainable development means universities need to be
more energetic and careful in generating change. There is a growing reali-
sation that universities need to start taking questions about their purpose
and approach more seriously. In this chapter we build on this by looking
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in more detail at the question of how universities might work in a way
that is resonant with the transformative aspirations of the SDGs. The aim
is not to provide a blueprint for how universities can engage with the
SDG agenda specifically but to move to the next question of how univer-
sities and those within them can create the enabling conditions needed to
orient towards the SDGs.

To do so we look at complementary strategies for generating these
enabling conditions with a focus on cultivating ethical innovation encom-
passing all areas of university activity. Ideas and practices around innova-
tion and impact are intimately related to the base concept of development,
and both point to the need to reclaim the concept, calling out contempo-
rary conventional development as capitalist development and introduc-
ing the sort of regenerative development that the world badly needs,
including universities. By inventing or legitimating some realities and not
others, and being shaped in turn by those, knowledge production helps
co-produce the world. With the world now in an increasingly de-generate
state, there is an overdue need to critically evaluate this power and respon-
sibility. In particular there is a need to examine how knowledge produc-
tion and dissemination within universities has helped generate and is
continuing to generate the current world from micro to macro scales, and
to explore how it could re-generate more habitable and humane ones.

The second half of the book focuses on how the SDGs and higher
education are co-produced in practice and the prospects for transforma-
tive change. Chapter 5 emphasises the role of research as an evolving
development ethos and double-edged sword. Existing dominant
approaches to university research are not adequately meeting societal and
planetary needs as outlined in the SDGs. Nor are they meeting societal
expectations or building public trust. Wider community expectations of
what higher education can and should be within society are shifting. This
includes growing calls to re-imagine what success looks like for higher
education in the quest for the ‘good university’ driven by social good
rather than profit to build sustainable societies.

Research is development-like, but—by positioning itself as a pur-
ported distant observer or disguising itself as a mere processor of others’
values and wishes—it has not been subject to the sort of fierce reflexivity
and renovations that social and economic development have. As a
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development process, research now urgently needs to become more /ike
sustainable development if it is to contribute usefully to sustainable
development. Regardless of the topic area, discipline or institution,
research needs to become more aware of complexity, uncertainty and the
deeply political and ethical nature of all research endeavours (including
those endeavours that are conspicuous in their absence), as well as its
concomitant role in a sustainable future.

In Chap. 6 the significance and importance of learning and teaching
(L&T) as critical pedagogy about, for and through the SDGs is explored.
Understandings and practices around L&T are evolving to better address
the need for meaningful real-world change. As educators this is an oppor-
tunity to attune to what is most important and to do what we do best. It
is about pausing to ask hard questions about what the world needs and
not simply what the market wants now. It is about celebrating what edu-
cators in universities are able to contribute by leveraging the power of our
deep knowledge, academic networks and independence to not only do
practical applied research of the sort many research actors can do but
identify neglected issues and voices, articulate lessons from the past, cri-
tique existing approaches and anticipate possible futures including the
shift to on-line modes of engagement.

There is a need to critically engage with what ‘transformational” educa-
tion means in the context of universities and their reciprocal engagement
with the SDGs. Embedded with a critical praxis and building on the
work of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), these transfor-
mational approaches are likely to be those that are student-driven, inter-
disciplinary and boundary crossing, with a strong emphasis on
participatory approaches to knowledge, co-creation, generation and
acquisition. L&T within the context of the SDGs is not value free, but a
critical, ethical agenda focused on the changes required for a more sus-
tainable future. The emphasis following the critical pedagogy of Paulo
Freire is not just on ‘what’ is the L&T content, but ‘how’ and ‘why’ L&T
in higher education matters, in what ways and for whom within the con-
text of a rapidly heating and increasingly inequitable planet.

Chapter 7 is based around two questions that are often raised within
the context of university engagement with the SDGs: What does success
look like? How would we know? To respond to this the chapter takes up
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the provocation of “The Good University’ and revisits the matrix and
scenarios for transformative change around the SDGs in higher educa-
tion. The idea of the modern university is a contested vision in a climate
of growth-led change. The impacts of marketisation, globalisation and
massification have created unprecedented shifts in both the real and per-
ceived contributions of the university including the increasingly con-
tested role of metrics data and indicators as measures of success.

Wider community expectations of what higher education can and
should be within society are shifting. This includes growing calls to re-
imagine what success looks like in the quest for the ‘good university’
driven by social good rather than profit, to build sustainable and just
societies that are able to co-exist within a healthy planet. What consti-
tutes success and impact is constantly evolving—and will continue to do
so—as a result of the shifting relationships between universities and soci-
ety. Partnerships and processes are complex and relational and premised
on the need for ethical innovation and commitment to achieve the trans-
formative ambitions of the SDGs. Critical understandings and practices
of what success looks like as a reciprocal agenda for universities in relation
to advancing the SDGs must be articulated and are necessarily contested
and mutually shaping. ‘Becoming sustainable’ must evolve in ways that
better address meaningful real-world change.

The final Chap. 8 summarises ways to build capacity and momentum
around the SDGs across the university—intellectually, practically and
culturally. There is a substantial gap between academic-based, real-world-
engaged approaches that catalyse positive action across sectors and busi-
ness as usual. Addressing this involves strategies to harness the vital work
already underway in higher education institutions, as well as frameworks
for fostering new initiatives to trigger and scale up ethical innovation
across the university. Whatever their size, shape, scale or funding model,
or their capacity to cultivate and share ideas, methods and frameworks
for the betterment of society—universities matter as formalised ‘critical
space’ and agents of change.

Universities are committed to a public mission that underpins their
purpose and function in society: as centres of new knowledge, under-
standing, skills and experience, through research, learning and teaching,
leadership, outreach and service to society. As proponents of progress,
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choice, debate and engagement, universities can set the pace for the
SDGs in the key areas of society, culture, economics and the environ-
ment. They are strategic incubators for policy, research and advocacy,
education and training, and professional and community engagement. In
building a transformative agenda around the SDGs, higher education
works to nurture niche initiatives that build on, link and extend existing
work and build individuals’ agency, as part of the critical changes needed
to embed the transformative ethos of sustainability into the university
structures and development processes.

Addressing sustainable development in the Anthropocene is not about
tinkering around the edges. Just as development cannot be fixed with
international development add-ons, sustainability cannot be addressed
with green add-ons. Shallow or tokenistic engagement with the SDGs
risks distracting from and legitimating business as usual, thereby perpetu-
ating the unsustainabilities that are pushing us towards deeper injustice
and planetary collapse. Universities are as guilty of cynical, inauthentic
engagement with the SDGs as any other institution. But they are also
animated by an inherent future-focus, one that is core to their develop-
mentality. The radical uncertainties of the Anthropocene do nothing to
dim this focus, but they do blur our vision and demand we also look
backwards, all around and into our institutions and selves to understand
the situation we are in—and question what it is we are trying to develop.
This is the transformative SDG agenda we imagine: a critical, ethical
regenerative politics and praxis that seeks to reshape dominant develop-
ment trajectories including those within higher education. A witness
statement that constantly reminds us that other more sustainable futures
are still possible.
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Sustainable Development
in the Anthropocene

The Story of the SDGs

In the year 2015, leaders from 193 countries of the world came together to face
the future. And what they saw was daunting. Famines. Drought. Wars. Plagues.
Poverty. Not just in some faraway place but in their own cities and towns and
villages. They knew things didn’t have to be this way. They knew we had enough
Jfood to feed the world, but that it wasn’t getting shared. They knew there were
medicines for HIV and other diseases, but they cost a lot. They knew that earth-
quakes and floods were inevitable, but that the high death tolls were not. They
also knew that billions of people worldwide shared their hope for a better future.
So leaders from these countries created a plan called the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs). This set of 17 goals imagines a future just 15 years off that
would be rid of poverty and hunger, and safe from the worst effects of climate

change. Its an ambitious plan.'

The story of the SDG agenda is a story about development, which is to
say it is a story about the relationship between the past, present and the
future. Not only does the SDG agenda aim to shift existing development
trajectories, but the way it is itself narrated by groups such as the UNDP
above (the United Nations Development Program) casts it as a positive
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development in and of itself, as a kind of awakening and new age. What
the agenda does in practice, however, is far from certain or predeter-
mined. Shaping its actual outcomes are legacies from the past, competing
worldviews and different readings of the sustainable development
challenge.

This is not the first time that the world has had a set of global goals.
Immediately preceding the SDGswere the eight Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs), established at the turn of the Millennium to much fan-
fare. As a final report on the MDGs describes: ‘At the beginning of the
new millennium, world leaders gathered at the United Nations to shape
a broad vision to fight poverty in its many dimensions. That vision, which
was translated into eight Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), has
remained the overarching development framework for the world for the
past 15 years.”?

As the epitaph above demonstrates, the strongly normative discourse
about shared problems and heroic action that shaped the MDGs is con-
tinued with the SDGs. Thematically the SDGs also build on the MDGs,
incorporating the issues highlighted by the MDGs within the new frame-
work in recognition of the enormous amount of work still needed to
properly address the problems they name (see Table 2.1).

Despite the similarities and overlaps, the SDG agenda differs in three
main ways.

First, the SDGs substantially broaden the range of issues included,
expanding the number of goals from eight to seventeen. While three
health-related MDGs are rolled into SDG 3 Good Health and Wellbeing,
some are disaggregated, such as MDG 1 Eradicate extreme poverty and
hunger, which is broken into the first two SDGs, and MDG 7 Ensure
environmental sustainability, which is distributed across multiple SDGs,
including SDG 6 on Clean Water and Sanitation and SDG 13 on Climate
Action. In addition, numerous other goals and ambitions are added to
make explicit the need to tackle critical ‘background issues’ such as access
to energy and post-primary education, unjust work conditions, and vio-
lence and conflict. For instance, SDG 9 Reducing Inequalities, plus
broader attention to inequalities across the SDGs, explicitly recognises
the fact that inequality in income, wealth and access to environmental
goods and services between and within countries is persistent, even
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Sustainable
Development
Goal (2015-2030)

Description

Related Millennium
Development Goal
(2000-2015)

1.

No poverty

. Zero hunger

. Good health

and wellbeing

. Quality

education

. Clean water

and sanitation

. Affordable and

clean energy

. Decent work

and economic
growth

. Industry,

innovation and
infrastructure

10. Reduced

11.

inequalities
Sustainable
cities and
communities

End extreme poverty in all forms by
2030

End hunger, achieve food security
and improved nutrition, and
promote sustainable agriculture

Ensure healthy lives and promote
wellbeing for all at all ages

Ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for
all

. Gender equality Achieve gender equality and

empower all women and girls

Ensure availability and sustainable
management of water and
sanitation for all

Ensure access to affordable, reliable,
sustainable and modern energy for
all

Promote sustained, inclusive and
sustainable economic growth, full
and productive employment and
decent work for all

Build resilient infrastructure,
promote inclusive and sustainable
industrialisation and foster
innovation

Reduce inequalities within and
among countries

Make cities and human settlements
inclusive, safe, resilient and
sustainable

MDG 1. Eradicate
extreme poverty
and hunger

MDG 1. Eradicate
extreme poverty
and hunger

MDG 4. Reduce child
mortality

MDG 5. Improve
maternal health

MDG 6. Combat HIV/
AIDS, malaria and
other diseases

MDG 2. Achieve
universal primary
education

MDG 3. Promote
gender equality
and empower
women

MDG 7. Ensure
environmental
sustainability

MDG 7. Ensure
environmental
sustainability

(continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

Sustainable Related Millennium
Development Development Goal
Goal (2015-2030) Description (2000-2015)

12. Responsible Ensure sustainable consumption and MDG 7. Ensure
consumption production patterns environmental
and production sustainability

13. Climate action Take urgent action to combat MDG 7. Ensure

climate change and its impacts environmental
sustainability

1. Life below Conserve and sustainably use the MDG 7. Ensure
water oceans, seas and marine resources environmental

for sustainable development sustainability

2. Life on land Protect, restore and promote MDG 7. Ensure

sustainable use of terrestrial environmental
ecosystems, sustainably manage sustainability

forests, combat desertification, and
halt and reverse land degradation,
and halt biodiversity loss
3. Peace, justice Promote peaceful and inclusive
and strong societies for sustainable
institutions development, provide access to
justice for all and build effective,
accountable and inclusive
institutions at all levels
4. Partnerships for Strengthen the means of MDG 8. Develop a
the goals implementation and revitalise the global partnership
global partnership for sustainable for development
development

worsening, and is a major inhibitor of good development outcomes.?
Opverall, the SDGs offer a far more comprehensive set of goals than the
MDGs. As discussed below, this move to cover more (if not all) bases
resonates with both the contemporary rise of systems thinking and an
older development ideal.

Second, more radically, the SDGs do not just slice, dice and extend the
list of issues covered, they reframe the development challenge more holis-
tically, reflecting the paradigm of sustainable development that tries to
integrate environment, society and economy. In so doing, they add not
just a more systematic but a systemic approach, bringing into view the
interconnections between processes in different areas, populations and
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sectors. Unusually, the SDG agenda attempts to tackle at least some
causal drivers of contemporary problems (e.g. unsustainable consump-
tion and production, unsustainable food systems, dirty energy sources)
not just ‘symptoms’ such as environmental degradation, climate change
and hunger. Its openness to facing some of the hard facts about contem-
porary society is one reason we see the SDGs as an opportunity for trans-
formational change, especially if those in higher education and others can
help push conversation and action further towards deeper root causes
such as capitalism and colonialism.

Partly as a result of being presented as indivisible, the SDGs are also
less spatially contained to certain regions. The SDG agenda is promoted
as applicable to a// groups everywhere, both in terms of where action is
needed and who needs to be involved. As described below, no longer is
the underlying model of development simply that of international devel-
opment (the rich helping the poor ‘catch up’), although strong elements
of this approach do remain. It is also global sustainable development, where
problems are seen everywhere, including problems generated by the rich,
such as resource consumption and production practices that contribute
significantly to serious negative social, economic and environmental
‘externalities’ in low-income areas.* Although, as critics have pointed out,
opportunities to really mark wealthy populations and Western lifestyles
as problematic were side-stepped in the agenda (e.g. malnutrition targets
only include under-nutrition, not over-nutrition), the agenda is unusu-
ally overt in problematising elements of the conventional progress ideal,
which is one reason the SDGs hold such far-reaching implications for
universities.

Third, the SDGs reverberate with the urgent tone and planetary focus
of recent intellectual and policy developments, notably discussion of the
Anthropocene, planetary boundaries and resilience, and other major
international agreements such as the Paris Climate Accord. Rather than
the SDGs 2030 deadline simply being an automatic administrative reset
of the 15-year period of the MDGs, 2030 is given real meaning in the
SDG agenda due to growing awareness that the world is running out of
time to avert runaway climate change and Earth System collapse. Like
the Paris Climate Agreement, which it explicitly cross-references, the
SDG agenda also began in 2015 and is similarly monitored in terms of
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likely outcomes in 2030. Failure to substantially reduce greenhouse gas
emissions by 2030 will lock in dangerous levels of climate change, push-
ing the world beyond the target of 1.5 °C of average global warming and
undermining the entire SDG agenda.

The 2020 UNEP Emissions Gap report on countries’ voluntary com-
mitments to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions points out that compared
to what is needed to limit temperature rise to 1.5 °C, as of mid-2020
policy commitments across the world:

remain seriously inadequate to achieve the climate goals of the Paris
Agreement and would lead to a temperature increase of at least 3 °C by the
end of the century.’

The report concludes that while more and more countries are commit-
ting to reducing emissions from their own activities to net zero, this leaves
many emissions untroubled or unaccounted for and ‘a dramatic strength-
ening of ambition is needed’. Specifically, countries collectively need to
commit to five times the existing level of mitigation effort if we are to
keep global warming to 1.5 °C.¢ Furthermore, distant policy commit-
ments need to be translated into action now.

Despite a small dip in emissions due to COVID-19, actual emissions
are still far in excess of even existing inadequate policy commitments,
rising in 2019 to unprecedented levels, partly because of emissions from
the growing number of forest fires that climate change feedbacks are
exacerbating.” Global average temperature is already more than 1.15 °C
above the pre-industrial average (1800-2019)® and reached a record high
(equal with 2016) in 2020.° Combined with the way that far-reaching
climatic changes and their cascading impacts are already eroding societal
wellbeing, ecosystem health and institutional capacity, the situation is
increasingly urgent. Many scientists are arguing more and more force-
fully that every year—even every month—needs to achieve substantial
greenhouse gas mitigation."

Failure to achieve the SDGs will severely undermine society’s capacity
to mitigate future climate change rapidly and effectively enough. It will
also undermine our capacity to cope with and adapt to the attendant
climatic changes and pervasive flow-on effects."! How we and our
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communities, workplaces, institutions, landscapes and other living things
are impacted by climate change is as much a matter of the ‘conditions on
the ground’ that we are facing at a given moment in time as it is by cli-
matic factors.'? Such conditions are, in turn, an expression of not only
prior specific climate adaptation actions (e.g. urban greening to reduce
heat and flood risk, improved emergency communication systems) but
the degree to which the myriad dimensions of sustainable development
have been achieved in a given context, or not. Sustainable development is
vital to successfully managing as well as avoiding climate change, and
climate change action is an enabler and beneficiary of all of the SDGs,
not just the focus of a single SDG (SDG 13).

Action on other SDGs is no less urgent than that on SDG 13, and not
only because many of them—such as SDG 11 on sustainable cities, SDG
7 on clean energy, SDG 9 on responsible consumption and production
and SDG 2 on sustainable food systems—are vital to lowering atmo-
spheric greenhouse gas concentrations and/or vulnerability to climate
change impacts. For example, biodiversity loss, which is explicitly cov-
ered in SDG 14 Life on Land and SDG 15 Life Under Water, is now so
dire that it constitutes what some have declared a Sixth Mass Extinction
in Earth’s history. The 2019 Global Assessment Report by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services—the
first of its kind in nearly 15 years—concludes that despite overwhelming
evidence that non-human nature is foundational to human wellbeing,
‘the great majority of indicators of ecosystems and biodiversity’ show
‘rapid decline’ since 1970."

Underlying this reduction in the quantity and quality of biodiversity is
the fact that pollution and invasive alien species are increasing, species
assemblages are becoming more homogenised, and ‘human actions
threaten more species with global extinction now than ever before’.!* The
consequences are not limited to the non-humans involved in SDG 14.
Rather, because ‘Nature is essential for human existence and good quality
of life’, it ‘is essential for achieving the Sustainable Development Goals'.
The loss of ecological services such as clean air and water, temperature
control, pollination, food and pharmaceuticals profoundly undermine
the SDGs’ progress. Conversely, progress on the SDGs is essential to
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conservation of nature and ecological services, demonstrating once again
their reciprocal character.”

COVID-19 and its far-reaching flow-on effects are further highlight-
ing the urgency and challenges of the SDG agenda. Among other things,
the pandemic catastrophe is shining a harsh light on current human-
animal interactions, global supply chains and spatial and social inequali-
ties in health, health care, employment, social services, governance
systems and green space. Lack of progress on the SDGs has exacerbated
and co-generated the effects of the pandemic, while ‘COVID-19 will
likely negatively impact progress towards most SDGs in the short and
medium-term, including in high-income countries’.'® Despite or partly
because of the disruption of the pandemic, the ‘turn to the future’ that
the SDG agenda encourages is only strengthening. As we discuss below,
this includes experimentation with different modes of imagining and
governing the future.

Reactions and approaches to the SDG agenda vary widely, reflecting
underlying worldviews, concerns and interpretations of component
ideas. To help explain some of the key arguments, we now turn to the
past to revisit the agenda’s underpinning ideas. We begin with the very
notion of development itself which has been interpreted and approached
in radically different ways. The role of interpretation and implementation
means that, like universities, the SDG agenda is not fully determined.
Thus, its potential cannot be dismissed or bounded from the outset and
is up to us to realise. At the same time, it is important to be aware of the
baggage that development and related concepts carry. This means reflect-
ing on questions of progress and sustainability, and their roots in big
ideas and drivers such as modernity and colonialism."” In this chapter we
look at international development, post-development and sustainable
development in the Age of the Anthropocene, before sketching out some
of the implications for universities.
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The Concept of Development

At the heart of both the Sustainable Development Goals and the higher
education sector is the idea of development. For the last few decades, the
ambition and practices of development have been contested and regularly
declared outdated, reflecting its long history. Despite claims by some that
it is ‘dead’, development remains a highly resilient concept, in part
because of its reincarnation as sustainable development and, more
recently, its ongoing reworking in contemporary international discourse,
such as the idea of ‘climate-resilient development’.'® Appreciating how
development arose and functions as a concept is a crucial first step in
critically engaging with the SDGs and understanding the current
juncture.

Since at least the colonial period, the concept of development has
become a basic pillar of Western thought and global governance, one
with the ‘power to frame our thinking of what is desirable and doable,
and how’."” Being Western in origin, the concept of development and its
associated measures and metrics have been used repeatedly to arrange the
world’s regions into an imagined temporal sequence in which Western,
usually wealthy nations are designed as ‘developed’ (advanced) and others
are more or less relatively ‘less developed’.?® It is this imagined temporal
unevenness between (and to a lesser extent within) nations that has clas-
sically animated development initiatives and informs one of the corner-
stones of the SDG agenda: ‘leave no one behind’.

Although development has multiple historical roots and context-
specific interpretations and uses, Finnish development studies scholar
Juhani Koponen argues that the concept is characterised by three over-
arching and mutually reinforcing meanings: (1) ‘a desired goal, an ideal
state of affairs to strive for’; (2) ‘a transformative process or, rather, a set
of processes towards that goal’; and (3) ‘intentional human action based
on the belief that a well-meant intervention will trigger processes leading
to what we ideally regard as development’.?! Underpinning this compos-
ite meaning are two beliefs. One (informed by religious and scientific
thought) is in the existence of some kind of ‘embryonic’ or latent poten-
tial that is primed to develop/unfold into a ‘full future form’. The second
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is in the capacity of humans ‘to act intentionally to change existing con-
ditions’, including intervening to make something ‘unfold’ if it does not
seem to be doing so adequately on its own.*

As discussed further in the next section, the tension between these two
beliefs—what Cowen and Shenton call ‘immanent development’ and
‘intentional development’—continues to stimulate debates about devel-
opment today.” Core to this tension is whether intervention is necessary
and, if so, how it relates to ‘background’ development or ‘progress’.
During the height of the colonial period, when development crystallised
as an overarching policy framework, it was used not only as a tool for
dispossession, extraction and settlement of new lands but also as the goal
to justify these invasions. As Koponen explains, the general rationale was
that: ‘If indigenous people had left the resources of their countries unde-
veloped, their development was not only a right but also a duty of the
colonialists’.** Animated by what Tania Murray Li refers to as ‘the will to
improve’, the colonial project was justified by the assertion that it was of
mutual benefit for the colonised as well as the colonisers.®

Yet, accumulating evidence of the lack of benefits enjoyed by the colo-
nised, and by the working class ‘back home’, quickly strained the idea
that colonisers were simply ‘coaxing out’ a natural potential in the world
and that elite, capitalist development of natural resources was enough to
generate benefits for local communities. Rather it became clear that
extractive and industrialising processes were imposing an extreme cost on
many local populations at home and abroad, including dispossessing
them of their lands, undermining their livelihoods and eroding their
health and survival.

As colonial governments struggled to develop some of their seized ter-
ritories into proper countries, unemployment and inequities drove civil
unrest in France and Britain, and critics such as Karl Marx and Frederick
Engels deplored the inhumanities of industrialisation. In the midst of
these struggles, social or ‘human’ development gradually emerged as
something of a counterpoint or complement to ‘economic development’,
although the latter remained the overall goal. In this way, the practice of
development (the third leg of its composite meaning, mentioned above)
was adjusted to better deliver on the ideal of development as being a kind
of ‘peaceful evolutionary change guided by conscious human action’.?
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There are three important things to note about this history. The first is
the link to universities. Education is deeply entwined with the notion of
development and is similarly characterised by the tension between a belief
in people’s inherent latent potential (e.g. in a child) and the need for
expert guidance and intervention (formal education, training) to ensure
that potential is fully realised and directed towards what educators recog-
nise as desirable ends. Unsurprisingly, formal education has long been a
core human development intervention, motivated by a desire to both
morally improve individuals and fulfil the labour needs of the economy.
Clemente Abrokwaa argues that in colonial Sub-Saharan Africa, for
example,

Western education became the most sought after, important agent of social
change within the different colonies. ... Western education became the
index of development as well as the tool for measuring national and
human growth.”

Also relevant to universities is the fact that research has had a central
role in colonisation and associated conceptions of development, human
civilisation and progress. As with education, science has functioned in
colonialism as both means and end, tool and proof.?® In the colonies,
research institutes and associated networks and conferences became a
major feature of imperial practices and circuits, helping fuel not only
practical outcomes in local contexts such as large-scale irrigation but
research in European-based universities.”

Beyond science’s practical and symbolic role, social science also
emerged as a key component of development. Indeed, according to some
commentators, social science emerged as a field largely because it could
purportedly understand and help shape society—that is, foster social
development—as reliably as science could nature, making social science
the complement to science and economic development.** In sum, the
point is that modern universities and their contemporary challenges are,
at least in settler colonial nations, partially a product of the ideal of devel-
opment, which they are now being called upon afresh to support through
the SDG agenda.
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The second important point to note is that it is out of this development-
centred context that the institution of the United Nations emerged.
Contrary to what some people assume, the United Nations did not invent
the idea of development—it is instead a product of it. That said, as we
discuss below, the United Nations emerged in the post-World War period
hand in hand with a new variant of development—what we now know as
‘international development’. The implication is that the UN and devel-
opment, including the SDGs, are closely linked, though not in a simple,
linear fashion.

Third, the role of unemployment and the rumblings of civil unrest and
‘violent revolution’ in driving and challenging development in the past™
begs the question of how development will feature in responses to the
contemporary challenge of COVID-19 and its economic and social con-
sequences. Although it has already been pointed out that the current cri-
sis threatens to slow progress on achieving the SDGs, the historical
pattern suggests it may also invigorate a rebooting and reworking of
development, with implications for the SDG agenda.

International Development and Its Discontents

As indicated above, one of the thematic threads running through the
SDGs is the notion of international development and its particular
expression through the MDGs. Now a large and well-developed industry,
international development emerged as a variant and continuation of
colonial development in the post-World War period when the Bretton
Woods agreement helped spark a new global imaginary—a new aware-
ness of nations’ integrated fates and fortunes. In a landmark speech in
1949, US President Truman called for a ‘fair global development pro-
gramme’, not for charity’s sake but because it would be mutually benefi-
cial for all nations involved. As Truman put it, the poverty of
under-developed nations ‘is a handicap and a threat both to them and to
more prosperous areas (such as the US).*

The subsequent establishment of the International Bank of
Reconstruction and Development and the United Nations (picking up
where the inter-war League of Nations left off) helped to solidify this
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united view and put into practice international development flows of
financial support from rich to poor through mutually obligated aid
arrangements. In this way, development was rhetorically distanced from
colonialism and ‘reborn’ as a modern global objective for all. Promoting
the ‘economic and social progress and development’ of all people was
written into the United Nations charter.??

Despite broad agreement on the need for international development,
its implementation has been characterised by fierce debates over its actual
direction or goal. As Koponen notes:

Even if we speak, as the discourse of international development does, ‘only’
of economic and social development, its meanings cover a huge range:
from modernisation to poverty reduction, from economic growth through
increased productivity and the production of more-or-less-necessary gad-
gets to the fundamental values of a good life and the enlargement of human
freedom.**

There has also been a long history of contestation over how develop-
ment should be pursued and the degree and source of intervention, rela-
tive to leaving local contexts to ‘develop’ in a more immanent, bottom-up
way. Adding to contestation and diversity in approaches is a pluralism of
the groups involved. Some high-income countries such as Australia and
the United States have backed away from the idea that there is a shared
moral imperative to assist low-income countries, leading to an overall
decline in the financial and political influence of nation states in interna-
tional development. Other countries, namely China, have moved from
being recipients to significant deliverers of foreign assistance.

Besides nation states, a diversity of increasingly professionalised and
politicised actors now characterise international development.
Philanthropic organisations/businesses such as the Gates Foundation,
development professionals and companies (including those devoted to
assessing development interventions in keeping with good governance
standards), non-governmental organisations of all sorts, and large consor-
tia such as CGIAR (formerly the Consultative Group for International
Agricultural Research) now vie for influence in international develop-
ment settings. This includes universities.
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Further complicating the situation are three overlapping paradigms
that have emerged over the last five decades as alternatives to conven-
tional international development. These general alternatives and their
arguments point to some important lessons from the past and a range of
intellectual resources we can draw on to shape the future. As we argue in
relation to the topics of sustainable development and resilient develop-
ment below, appreciating the history of, and contestation around, inter-
national development helps us understand some of the criticisms levelled
at the SDG agenda and thus tackle it in a more sophisticated and effec-
tive manner.

Neopopulist International Development

The first line of critique levelled at international development, advocates
for an alternative ‘participatory’ or ‘neopopulist’ development approach.
This approach maintains international development’s commitment to
deliberately transferring wealth from rich to poor, but argues against the
classic top-down way in which associated development efforts are con-
ducted, given the negative ways a significant proportion of international
development efforts have affected local populations.®

Neopopulist international development advocates for development
efforts to be largely led by local people, local knowledge and local human
development priorities.*® For example, rather than Western technologies
being ‘rolled out’ in local agricultural contexts to try to increase others’
food security or profits (as many colonial initiatives largely tried to do),
the focus is on context-appropriate interventions and technologies—and
indeed context-appropriate research and innovation, as we discuss in
Chaps. 4 and 5. In terms of the SDG agenda, the neopopulist perspective
on development is evident in the agenda’s emphasis on localisation and
participation, reflecting the long consultation process involved in formu-
lating the SDG agenda. Nevertheless, numerous neopopulist critics voice
legitimate reservations about the SDGs. As Belda-Miquel et al.
(2019) note:
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A key question is whether they can address structural problems in develop-
ment aid policies and practices, such as the lack of accountability and
coherence, unequal power relations, or depoliticisation.’”

The authors conclude that: ‘It seems that this will depend on how the
agenda is adopted in the various territories as well as on the different
interests at play’.”® Their analysis of how the SDGs are being localised and
implemented in the port city of Valencia on the Spanish coastline illus-
trates this point, highlighting the competing interpretations of the SDGs
at work in the local context and the conflicting discourses involved in
implementing them. As we return to below, this emphasis on the fact
that the SDG agenda is not monolithic but is co-produced by actors as
they interpret, debate and implement it within particular dynamic con-
texts is vital to appreciating the malleable nature of the SDG agenda, and
key to why we believe the SDGs have positive and subversive potential.

It is useful here to consider the neopopulist criticism of the SDG
agenda as itself a product of clashing worldviews. Being associated with
the UN, the SDG agenda is interpreted by many people as a classic prod-
uct of what Mary Douglas and colleagues would call a Hierarchical
worldview.?” This is a typically Western stance on the world that assumes
and values the existence of a strong (hierarchical) social order, combined
with a strong moral commitment to others. In their Cultural Theory
worldview framework, which is based on empirical analysis of groups
around the world, Douglas and colleagues refer to this as a ‘strong grid’
and ‘strong group’ orientation (see Fig. 2.1).

One of the three alternative worldviews in the resultant matrix shares
the strong moral commitment to others but eschews the orientation to a
strong grid. In contrast to the Hierarchical worldview’s belief in the
importance of formal leaders, professionals and experts, this Egalitarian
worldview emphasises the role of the public, local communities and
Traditional Owners. It also resonates strongly with the relational under-
standing of the world that characterises many Indigenous worldviews.

To some degree, the neopopulist critiques of international develop-
ment and reservations about the UN-led SDG agenda expresses an
Egalitarian worldview, and a related interpretation (arguably misinterpre-
tation) of mainstream approaches (notably the UN) as too Hierarchical
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Strong Grid

Fatalism - Emphasis on Hierarchy - Emphasis on
individual survival and the stability, structure,
futility of attemping structural partnerships, improvement,
change given entrenched norms, rationality, rules,
power relations regulations and other
institutions

Cultural

Weak Group Strong Group

Worldviews

Individualism - Emphasis on Egalitarianism - Emphasis on
individual benefits, freedoms, group solidarity, mutualism,
spontaneous action, voluntary cooperation, care,
entrepeneuralism and creativity and positive visions
competition

Weak Grid

Fig. 2.1 The four worldviews of Cultural Theory. (Adapted from the work of
Mary Douglas and colleagues. Figure from https:/www.dustinstoltz.com/
blog/2014/06/04/diagram-of-theory-douglas-and-wildavskys-gridgroup-
typology-of-worldviews)

in nature. It is a concern that we return to below, along with a further

discussion of worldviews and how they help us appreciate characteristics
of the SDG agenda.

Neoliberal Development

International development has been more strongly critiqued from a sec-
ond alternative approach—neoliberal development—which dismisses
the whole notion of international development and even rejects inten-
tional development by states at all. As the name suggests, neoliberal
development is a product of the pro-Capitalist market, neoliberal gover-
nance approach that rose to international prominence in the 1970s.9° At
the time, the end of the Cold War meant that international development
was losing its status as a tool of soft power within larger geo-political
struggles. The combined rise of neoliberal economic policies and the
reduced importance of international development for national
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geo-political agendas meant that the whole premise of intentional devel-
opment—and especially intentional development via state aid or ‘welfare’
programmes—was called into question. Although the first two arms of
the composite meaning of development described above remained rela-
tively intact (i.e. the belief in development as a general goal and process),
the third meaning (intentional human intervention to engender the pro-
cess and achieve the goal) was largely rejected.

The result was acknowledgement that many countries of the world
remain ‘under-developed’ (e.g. with levels of child mortality or hunger far
above the global average), but strong resistance to addressing this using
government welfare and the so-called developmental state.*! Instead the
World Bank, International Monetary Fund, US Treasury and others
established a set of free market policies (the Washington Consensus) to
guide development. These include Structural Adjustment Programs that
replaced development aid with the ‘carrot’ of financial loans to push
recipient national governments to liberalise their governance structures
and cultures.

Ongoing today, the goals of these programmes include bringing coun-
tries more fully into the global economy and reducing barriers to foreign
trade, reforming their governance structures and processes to better meet
modern standards and reduce corruption, and implementing specific
development projects such as large infrastructure projects or microfi-
nance to stimulate entrepreneurial behaviour. Over time the neoliberal
perspective has widely popularised the idea that simply giving humani-
tarian aid to people in need distorts markets and disincentivises individu-
als and nations from helping themselves.*?

Combined with the Global Financial Crisis, an upshot of the neolib-
eral turn is that since the 1960s total Official Development Assistance
payments from wealthy nations for international development have fallen
as a proportion of donor country’s income, with only Sweden, Denmark
and Norway consistently meeting the agreed UN target of 0.7% of
Global Net Income.® This drop in financial assistance is despite a partial
retreat from the harsh neoliberal policies of the 1980s triggered by
unavoidable evidence of the regressive social and environmental conse-
quences of one-dimensional Structural Adjustment Programs. Some
commentators even declared neoliberalism ‘dead’ after the 2000-2015
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Millennium Development Goals helped ‘revive’ intentional, interna-
tional development.* As others have pointed out, however, if neoliberal-
ism has faded at all, it is far from dead and remains in a zombie state.®

Although the SDG agenda initially helped further bolster foreign aid
by encouraging many wealthy nations to restate their commitment to
intentional international development, and the overall amount donated
in 2016 reached a record high, more recently this commitment has started
to waver, thanks in part to the rise of more nationalistic and neoliberal
policies in countries once prominent in international development assis-
tance such as the UK, US and Australia. Emma Mawdsley and colleagues
characterise the current regime as ‘retroliberalism’—one in which there is
a stated commitment to ‘shared prosperity’ but also ‘a return to explicit
self-interest designed to bolster private sector trade and investment” and
‘aid programmes ... increasingly functioning as “exported stimulus”
packages’.

Meanwhile, the amount of funding needed for international develop-
ment continues to rise as humanitarian crises increase in number and
length, due in part to the cascading effects of climate change. In 2019 it
was reported that half-way through the year ‘humanitarian organisations
had still received less than a third of money—27%—they needed to pro-
vide relief to people affected by crises worldwide’.#” Since then, COVID-19
and its flow-on effects have compounded the problem. The situation is so
serious that New Zealand development scholars John Overton and
Warwick Murray assert that ‘despite a global commitment to the
Sustainable Development Goals, we are at a point where the very notion
of aid is being questioned and its future is uncertain’.®

Opver the last four decades the roll back of social welfare programmes
run by recipient countries and international development assistance from
wealthy countries has created a vacuum that civil society and a plethora
of development non-governmental organisations have had to step into.’
To some extent this has generated a window of opportunity for more
participatory, local-based initiatives to thrive in keeping with the neo-
populist critique of top-down international development mentioned
above. It has also precipitated a turn to the private sector and philanthro-
pies to try to fill the financial gap. This has deepened the influence of
capitalism on international development by not only involving a new
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range of global corporations in international development work but by
stimulating the financialisation of the development sector, adding in a
level of complicated financial instruments that businesses far removed
from development can participate in and profit from.>

From a neoliberal perspective, the UN is often critiqued as hopelessly
old-fashioned, bureaucratic and naive. That is, it is once again criticised
as too Hierarchical—this time from the Individualistic worldview (not
Egalitarian worldview) that characterises capitalism and the neoliberal
ideal. Free of a moral commitment to help, Individualists critically
appraise international development in terms of opportunity and self-
benefit. In this light, international development is potentially another
arm of business, offering new markets, financial assets, labour and oppor-
tunities to demonstrate Corporate Social Responsibility in order to legiti-
mate other business activities.

The role of the SDG agenda is ambiguous here. On the one hand, its
overlap with the MDGs means it is often interpreted as a nation state and
altruistic issue, a continuation of UN moralising of a sort that many have
tuned out to or regard dismissively, reflecting to some degree the nor-
malisation of an Individualist outlook on the world. On the other hand,
the business community is far more explicitly involved in the SDGs than
the MDGs. The private sector had a powerful influence on the design of
the agenda and businesses are specifically charged with helping to imple-
ment it—both in terms of helping cover the trillions (1.5-2.5% of global
GDP) estimated to be needed per year to cover implementation costs’!
and in terms of driving specific initiatives.>*

Post-Development

We come then to the third and strongest line of criticism directed at
international development. The ‘post-development’ paradigm calls into
question the entire modernist premise of development—not just interna-
tional development but earlier colonial development as well as the sus-
tainable development approach discussed below. As Wolfgang Sachs

famously wrote in the introduction to 7he Development Dictionary in
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1992: “The last 40 years can be called the age of development. This epoch
is coming to an end. The time is ripe to write its obituary.”

Later in the Dictionary, Gustavo Esteva similarly describes ‘develop-
ment’ as an ‘unburied corpse’,** while more recently, Eduardo Gudynas
argues that development is a zombie concept, dead and alive at the same
time’.>> All the talk of death and zombies indicates that, unlike the neo-
populist international development approach described above, post-
development does not ‘intend to improve the attempts to bring about
“development” but questions “this very objective”.’® As Aram Ziai out-
lines, from a post-development perspective, development is:

1. an ideology of the West, promising material affluence to decolonising
countries in Africa and Asia in order to prevent them from joining the
communist camp and maintaining a colonial division of labour ....

2. a failed project of universalising the way of life of the ‘developed’ countries
on a global scale which has for the overwhelming majority of affected peo-
ple led to the ‘progressive modernization of poverty’ ....

3. a Eurocentric and hierarchic construct defining non-Western, non-
modern, non-industrialised ways of life as inferior and in need of
‘development’ ....

4. an economic rationality centred around accumulation, a capitalist logic of
privileging activities earning money through the market (and disvaluing
all other forms of social existence), and the idea of the Homo economicus
(whose needs for consumption are infinite).

5. a concept that legitimises interventions into the lives of people defined
as ‘less developed’ as justified in the name of a higher, evolutionary
goal or simply the common good defined by people claiming expert
knowledge.””

So how does the SDG agenda look from this perspective? Ziai raises
this question explicitly, asking whether the new agenda has ‘provided a
rejuvenating cure’ or whether it is ‘only the last in a long line of cosmetic
surgeries designed to let its object appear fresh and vigorous, but unable
to mask the signs of decay?*® As his tone suggests, Ziai is unimpressed by
the SDG agenda, as are critical scholars such as Heloise Weber who point
to specific limitations such as its promotion of capitalism and free trade.”
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From this perspective the SDG agenda is read as not just Hierarchical but
also Individualist, a kind of Jekyll and Hyde monster that reflects the fact
that neoliberalism is equally the progeny of government as business. As
seen in Ziai’s list above, the SDGs are interpreted as yet another elitist,
bureaucratic, imperial endeavour, if not a calculated and dangerous bid at
neo-colonialism.

Significantly, however, there are at least two variants of the post-
development paradigm which understand the problem from different
worldviews and thus differ in their preferred response. First, there are
those characterised by deep cynicism about not only development’s spe-
cific ambition of improving the human condition but grand ambitions of
any sort. At work here, we suggest, is a Fatalist worldview (Fig. 2.1) which
understands the world as deeply unjust and everyone as only out for
themselves. From this perspective the SDG agenda is a ludicrous initia-
tive and/or a poorly described grab by entrenched interests for yet more
power. Given their deep despair and apathy about the world, this cynical
camp does not offer any suggestions as to what could replace develop-
ment. Rather, as discussed below in terms of the Anthropocene, the focus
is just on coming to terms with the end of the human story.

The second variant of post-developmentalism is more action-oriented.
Here there is no question that the whole paradigm of development needs
overhauling, but there 7s a belief in the capacity for such transformative
change. In particular, there is a burgeoning of scholarship and practice
around identifying, celebrating and experimenting with specific, tangible
alternative models. In keeping with an Egalitarian worldview, these alter-
natives often highlight the value of marginalised philosophies and per-
spectives, such as the Buen vivir (‘living well’) framework of Indigenous
groups in Ecuador or the degrowth paradigm in economics.*

At the same time, there is some reflexivity in this variant of post-
developmentalism about the irony that some of the most strident advo-
cates for conventional development—for example, development projects
that improve sanitation, incomes, health care, good governance—are
from those living in the ‘developing world’ contexts that post-development
advocates claim to be representing or at least protecting from develop-
ment.®! Critics of post-development call out post-development scholars
for declaring development ‘over’ when they largely do so from positions
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of privilege that have been enabled by that very development, yet deny
such benefits, meaning that they are effectively ‘pulling up the ladder’
after them.

Amplifying this scrambling of positions is an emerging shift towards
less binary ‘for/against’ thinking. Even Wolfgang Sachs, the so-called
father of post-development, recognises that the SDG agenda is an assem-
blage of many worldviews, ideologies and agendas and cannot be easily
boxed as bad or good.®* Although he points out that the SDG agenda is
less progressive than Pope Francis’s remarkable 2015 Encyclical letter
Laudato Si (which resonates strongly with Buen vivir), he does see real
potential in the SDGs—as do we. Overall, the point is that post-
development, as with international development, is characterised by a
tense combination of, on the one hand, mounting evidence of the vital
importance of its underpinning concern with development and equality
and, on the other hand, keen awareness of and growing frustration with
the limitations of dominant development approaches.

Sustainability and the Anthropocene

If development is an unfolding of human potential and ongoing improve-
ment of human society, sustainable development is an effort to guide it in
such a way that it fosters, not erodes, our long-term environmental
enabling conditions and so can be sustained over time. As a concept,
sustainable development was institutionalised and popularised with the
1987 report Our Common Future (the Brundtland report) by the World
Commission on Environment and Development, an international work-
ing group set up by the UN General Assembly in 1983 to propose strate-
gies ‘for achieving sustainable development to the year 2000 and
beyond’.®

Our Common Future defined sustainable development as that which
‘meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future
generations to meet their own needs’. In doing so, it helped crystallise a
new global sensibility, future-orientation and moral ideal. More specifi-
cally, it addressed a number of emerging concerns about development,
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beginning with the need for a more integrated approach. Discussing Our
Common Future, John Dryzek asserts that:

Its main accomplishment was to combine systematically a number of issues
that have often been treated in isolation, or at least as competitors: devel-
opment, global environmental issues, population, peace and security, and
social justice both within and across generations.*

The concept of sustainable development has also helped illuminate
numerous other realities: the need to understand development as a con-
tinuous process involving all countries and all parts of the Earth, not just
colonies or places of international development intervention; the need to
reshape development to better fit the limits of the planet; and the need to
attend more carefully to reproductive as well as productive processes,
including those that care for, maintain and repair the world.

Approaching development in more global terms and establishing a
‘new international order’ had already been flagged thanks to the debates
about international development discussed above. For example, the
Independent Commission on International Development released an
influential report, North-South: A Programme for Survival (the Brandt
report), in 1980 that argued strongly for the rights of those in the Global
South to greater redistribution of wealth from the Global North (given
the dependency relations the latter had established) and to a greater say
in ‘international political and economic affairs’. Our Common Future
built on and diverged from this language of rights and responsibilities by
taking it as a given that all countries were equal and focusing instead on
the question of mutual interests.®> Relative to other approaches, sustain-
able development emphasises the need for coordinated action by actors
across the world at all levels, ‘motivated by the public good’.®®

In the approximately three decades between Our Common Future and
the SDG Transforming Our World agenda, a lot has happened, but the
outcomes envisaged by the authors of the Brandt and Brundtland have
not been realised. Deep socioeconomic and political inequalities persist,
and while many alternative approaches to sustainable development have

been tried and hotly debated, the planet itself has also heated up and
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many other environmental indicators have continued to decline. It has
become clearer than ever that we are transforming the Earth itself, not
just because the list of individual environmental problems is lengthening
but because their complex interactions are altering how the Earth System
itself functions, pushing us into what is now known as the Anthropocene.®’

It has also become clearer that the interpretations of ‘sustainable devel-
opment that have come to prominence since Our Common Future have
failed to grasp or address the challenge. Some definitions of sustainable
development are a lot more radical than others. Systems thinkers Donella
Meadows and colleagues, for example, endorse Our Common Future for
what they see as its implicit questioning of the paradigm of economic
growth, in keeping with their own global systems analyses (e.g. the Limits
to Growth report) which point to highly disruptive physical feedbacks
(e.g. climate change, resource depletion and degradation) increasingly
undermining economies and societies unless consumption and produc-
tion processes are contained.®®

In contrast, the dominant ways in which sustainable development has
been defined and enacted (at least until recently) have presumed that
economic growth is not only compatible with sustainable development
but a requirement of it. These mainstream approaches to sustainable
development are generally based on ‘weak sustainability’ —the idea, origi-
nally advanced by economist Robert Solow,” that economic develop-
ment is sustainable, and nature can be squeezed hard as long as capital is
reinvested in productive capabilities such as technological replacements
for natural resources or processes.

Today, there is a dawning realisation that what is needed is not only a
sufficient supply of resources, nor even the preservation of irreplaceable,
non-commensurable natural resources (known as ‘strong sustainability’),
or even of patches of nature for its own sake.”® Instead, thanks to advances
in ecological, resilience and Earth System science, it is increasingly appar-
ent that to protect ‘our common future’ we need to maintain the functional
integrity of the Earth System itself.”" This is an exceedingly more complex
endeavour—one that extends far beyond the purview of the ‘environment
sector’ to implicate all sectors, all organisations, all disciplines.

It is also one deeply complicated by the emergence of escalating feed-
backs of the sort that Limits to Growth warned of fifty years ago. In systems
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terms, climate change, deforestation and related Anthropocene issues are
starting to erode the planet’s negative feedback loops (i.e. self-correcting
mechanisms such as increased uptake of carbon dioxide by vegetation in
conditions of high atmospheric carbon dioxide) and generate new positive
feedback loops (self-amplifying mechanisms, such as wildfire begetting
more wildfire as vegetation evolves to become more flammable and smoke
produces greenhouse gases and worsens climate change).”

As a result, the planet is becoming less stable and predictable in its
function. Combined with more localised pressures such as urbanisa-
tion, as well as the long supply chains, transnational circulations and
interdependencies of knotted global systems, global risks are escalating
in number and magnitude. A 2014 comparison of contemporary data
with the dozen scenarios the Limit to Growth report modelled suggest
that the world is tracking what was aptly named the Business-as-Usual
scenario. Concerningly, it projects feedbacks and resource scarcities
that increasingly disrupt economies and severely impact human
populations.”

Planetary sustainability and resilience, like the concept of develop-
ment, encompass all nations, sectors, individuals and actions. Which is
one reason that universities are inescapably part of it and are crucial to
addressing it. To understand the reciprocal role of universities within the
contemporary sustainable development challenges presented by the
Anthropocene and its uneven expression in the SDG agenda, we outline
three key aspects in subsequent chapters: the need to face unsustainabil-
ity; the need for resilience, adaptation and experimentation; and the need
for maintenance, repair and regeneration. Each helps address the inevi-
table question of ‘what should we do?’. In addressing this question, we
aim to provide further insight into our motivations for writing this book
and why we believe that the SDGs are a flawed but valuable tool for pro-
gressing the positive transformational change needed, including through
universities as the next chapter elaborates on.
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3

The Role of the University in Society

The New Normal

We have been warned that global risks are escalating and there is no going
back. This was the general consensus to questions posed by the Times
Higher Education webinar panel: ‘Has Covid-19 changed universities
forever?’, and “What new iterations of the university might emerge from
the rubble?”.! The ‘new normal’ is the latest moniker for the state of
higher education: one that reflects universities grappling with the seismic
shifts to core operations and structures of universities affected by the
COVID-19 crisis. More broadly within this twenty-first-century context,
the identity and purpose of the university—like society itself—is in a
state of systemic flux, crisis and change. As Isaac Kamola writes, ‘It is
important to remember that all universities are always already multiple,
with many histories, and many crises’.?

The isolation and pain that is being felt across universities is both a
reality and metaphor for universities and the higher education sector writ
large. COVID-19 is just one of many crises and calamities re-shaping the
ideal of ‘the University’ and real universities on the ground. The closure
of university campuses across the world to staff and students
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in lock-down has forced core activities such as learning and teaching,
research and engagement, management and administration to increas-
ingly take place in a hybrid mode or online. This is underpinned by a
dispersed and largely invisible web of highly unequal private spaces, from
the crowded kitchen tables of casual tutors to the palatial home offices of
university executives. Meanwhile, the precariousness of the university
funding model and over-reliance of many institutions on international
student enrolments have re-opened important questions about the con-
temporary role of the university. The critical question is how the crises
faced-by universities relate to longer standing critiques of them.

Among the many tensions and fault lines in contemporary universities
intensified by the pandemic, three stand out.

First, the emphasis on using universities to drive economic growth and
development as a route to recovery has amplified the contested role of
universities as a tool in the state’s economic toolkit and the shaping of
universities as corporations providing research and educational services
for a fee. Pandemic-induced job losses in some universities have illumi-
nated the widening gap between executive salaries and large property
portfolios on the one hand, and increasingly precarious and vulnerable
staff and students on the other hand. Meanwhile, although some govern-
ments have responded with generous funding injections to higher educa-
tion, in other contexts the challenges of increasing numbers of students
and staff-student teaching ratios, and the concomitant reduction of pub-
lic funding per student over the lifetime of the study course, is pushing
universities further on their quest for new income sources and resources—
and thus towards wealthy industry partners, for-profit operating models
and an economic framing of higher education.

Second, pandemic experiences highlight he linkages and blurred
boundaries between universities, and between universities and the rest of soci-
ety. In some cases, this has seen universities pulling together and advocat-
ing as a coalition, whilst in others it has heightened competition between
them. All universities are juggling the dynamic effects of the pandemic
and its repercussions on their local context and on the far-flung sites and
usually international flows of students, staff and resources that they often
rely on. Together these geographic relations illuminate the physical forms
and embeddedness of universities in multiple places. This has reinforced
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the inescapable connections between universities and domestic environ-
ments, with the unequal effects of home schooling and domestic care
responsibilities on different staff and students, for instance, highlighting
the pervasive nature of gender inequalities in the societies that universi-
ties are part of.?

Third, the pandemic has reinforced growing concern within universi-
ties about the deepening global challenges facing humanity and the planet.
With mounting evidence that the world’s current trajectory is unsustain-
able, it is increasingly clear that universities cannot externalise the costs
and risks of existing ways of doing things or downplay such issues as
irrelevant, insignificant or merely interesting topics for discussion. It is
telling that more and more universities, disciplines, higher education net-
works and student groups are joining others in declaring a climate emer-
gency, calling for urgent climate action, and even progressing such action
within their own institutions and organisations. This includes eighty-
seven universities that collectively committed to climate action as part of
their involvement in the SDG Accord—a voluntary agreement that rep-
resents ‘the university and college sector’s collective response to the global
goals’.

A major challenge for climate action in the sector is the fact that most
sustainability initiatives within universities (which climate change is still
somewhat erroneously framed as) end up as side-lined in separate units,
strategies and policies, unable to influence the core business decisions or
culture of the institution, and are thus severely limited in ambition and
effectiveness. As Claudia Zwar and Simon Lancaster (2020) write about
the UK situation:

Universities are natural leaders in combating climate change and the flurry
of recent environmental targets is overdue. But there is a real risk that with-
out placing sustainability in a broader way of thinking about success in
higher education, these climate strategies create more hot air.”

Fortunately, there seems to be a growing desire to genuinely make all
aspects of higher education ‘climate compatible’ by placing greenhouse
gas emissions reduction and climate change adaptation at the heart of
strategic decision-making in the sector. One of the results is that usually
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implicit models of success, such as conservative notions of research excel-
lence and conventional economic growth (discussed above), are coming
under scrutiny. In particular, climate change has exposed some of the
costs, risks and myths of the sector’s global mobility ideal, including the
assumption that frequent travel fosters personal success.® Rising aware-
ness of the highly polluting, risky and often unnecessary nature of long-
distance international travel means that its disruption during the
COVID-19 pandemic can be less easily dismissed as unforeseeable or
framed as a problem we need to simply bounce back from. Instead, there
is an appetite for rethinking some of the fundamentals of the global
higher education sector and revisiting the purpose and role of
universities.

Given this context, how will universities engage with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs)t as a transformational vision for achieving
social equity and environmental sustainability over the coming decade?
Universities have the opportunity and capacity to lead on SDG innova-
tion across their four primary functions of research, education, external
leadership, and operations and governance, and many have started trying
to do so. But it is unclear if action to date is driving fundamental change
or remains a side project or broad ambition. The SDGs demand many
things from higher education beyond business-as-usual.

In Chap. 2, we outlined how the idea of development and its roots in
modernity and colonialism are central to both the Sustainable
Development Goals and the higher education sector. This chapter builds
on this to position the SDG agenda as part of a shift in expectations
about the role of the university. As illustrated schematically in Fig. 3.1,
universities are increasingly understood not as ivory towers, oddities or
innocents, but as deeply embedded and engaged with the world, includ-
ing the crises, disruptions and unwanted changes that characterise them.

Moving beyond the nationalistic and individualistic competitor mind-
set, the SDGs encourage universities to heed the global call to action. As
the world turns with the pace of new economies and technologies, and
grapples with the challenges of intergenerational equity and justice, a
global pandemic and planetary tipping points, the university is emblem-
atic of humanity’s quest for survival. The recent COVID-19 crisis is the
symptom and not the root cause of the modern university in crisis: the
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Expectations
of today’s

universities

Fig. 3.1 Embedded and engaged—expectations of twenty-first-century universi-
ties (Source: Authors)

catalytic moment reinforcing the need for wider systemic and transfor-
mative change reflected in the SDGs.

The Idea of the University

Within the twenty-first-century context, ‘is it possible to come forward
with an idea of the university, that has a measure of feasibility, anchored
in the real world and expressive of some hope and a measure of opti-
mism?’.” This is how Ronald Barnett introduces his utopian vision of ‘the
Ecological University’. To rescue the university from impotence and
defeatism, he argues, we must reconceive the university and its place in
the world and the earth anew. We will return to the idea of the Ecological
University later in the chapter, but first explore some of the ambitions
and criticisms that have shaped the contemporary higher eductaion sec-
tor paradox whereby, ‘the university is most needed at a moment when it
is most in peril’.®
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In 1852 ‘the idea of the university’, according to John Henry Newman,
was of a community of thinkers engaged in a broad liberal education. For
Newman, writing over 150 years ago, the university was a place where:

students could come from every quarter for every kind of knowledge, for
the communication and circulation of thought, where inquiry is pushed
forward, discoveries verified and perfected, and error exposed, by the colli-
sion of mind with mind, and knowledge with knowledge creating a pure
and clear atmosphere of thought, which the student also breathes.’

Newman’s vision has since been critiqued for being both elitist and
anti-utilitarian in nature, in contrast to the vocational skills or profes-
sional accreditation that many universities now emphasise to serve spe-
cific (i.e. far more narrow) external purposes.'® However Newman’s ideas
of a broad liberal education are being revisited during the COVID-19
crisis. Fostering a ‘community of thinkers’ in which students learn ‘to
think and to reason and to compare and to discriminate and to analyse’™!
in order to better address the uncertain future seems more important
than ever. As Sophia Deboick wrote in 7he Guardian more than a decade
ago, Newman’s ideas speak to ‘the soul’ of the university, ‘reminding us
that the university has a greater role than just doling out qualifications—
that of shaping the whole individual’. She continues: ‘Newman’s thought
may usefully guide us as crucial decisions are made about the future of
our universities’."?

The liberal notion of holistic education advocated by Newman built
on earlier work by Prussian philosopher Wilhelm von Humboldt. His
idea of the modern university influenced nineteenth-century European
and later the elite American universities such as Harvard and Stanford.
The Humboldtian Model was embedded in the enlightenment ideals of
developing the autonomous individual and world citizen whereby
‘knowledge is power, and education is liberty’. This included a focus on
building learning and knowledge through the integration of arts and sci-
ence with research; allowing students the freedom to choose their own
studies; organisational independence within a system of state-based fund-
ing; and an emphasis on intellectual freedom. Critical thinking skills
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were key to Humbolt’s vision of the university: ‘to inquire and to create—
these are the grand centres around which all human pursuits revolve’."

In the twentieth century this vision of universities designed to educate
a small, exclusive group of scholars destined for the civil service, tradi-
tional profession or the Academy, was remoulded to open up universities
to a much larger proportion of the population with a consequently greater
variety of student characteristics, needs and ambitions. For this and other
reasons, the university sector broadly shifted from the pursuit of knowl-
edge as an end in itself towards more utilitarian ends. Associated with this
shift were more specialised and professionalised roles within universities,
greater cross-institutional competition nationally and internationally;
corporate dependence and sponsorship; more standardised curriculums
and efforts to provide students with practical ‘employable’ skills and
competences.'*

Interest in the ‘role’ of universities in society reflects the rise of a func-
tionalist reading of the world in which society is a system divided into
sectors and groups that each play a unique part. Still prominent today,
this view of universities not only specifically encourages them to become
more useful to society (better fitted to the whole), but fundamentally
disputes the idea that universities are independent entities, free to choose
what they become (e.g. on the basis of an essentialist truth or defining
ideal or philosophy). Instead, a functionalist lens emphasises the relation-
ship between universities and the world and underlines the influence of
external drivers. From this perspective, the form and shape of universities
is less a response to academic or educational choices (e.g. about the nature
and role of pedagogy, curriculum and research) and more a reflection of
contemporary culture and structures.

Through this lens, the increasing focus of universities on managerial-
ism, efficiency and competition over the last century reflects changes in
the broader environment. Even Humboldt’s Enlightenment-era
University of Berlin model with its strong emphasis on academic freedom,
and academic purpose was located inside, not outside, the existing ideol-
ogy and class structure system."
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Sociologist Joseph Ben-David argues that it was not ‘the idea of the
university’ put forward by German philosophers such as Kant and Hegel
that shaped Humboldtian universities as sites of secular learning, but
rather tensions in society at the time that oscillated between innovation
and rigidity. The upshot is that ‘the status and the freedom of the univer-
sity, seemingly so well established and secure, were as a matter of fact
precarious’.'® The same holds true now, as universities remain contested
and precarious entities—perhaps even more so.

Marketisation, globalisation and massification have created shifts in
both the real and perceived contributions of the role of the university.
The limitations of the neoliberal university and its over emphasis on
‘sponsorism’ and corporatisation aligned with commercial interests have
given birth to Critical University Studies. In the last few decades grow-
ing critiques of academic capitalism reflect increasing levels of frustration
and anger around what is being ‘lost, jettisoned, damaged or destroyed’
within higher education.” This includes a marked shift away from a
public model of higher education towards a privatised model that has
raised serious questions about academic labour and student debt, among
other issues of precarity and vulnerability in the face of instituional reform
and restructure. The negative impact on academic work, student learn-
ing and the nature of institutional politics are particular points of con-
tention within an increasingly audit-oriented culture, that too
often prioritises management by metrics over the quality of student and
staff experiences.

In higher education policy, pedagogy and practice in a climate of
growth, this manifests as velocity over quality; project not process led
planning; circumscribed community involvement as consumers/stake-
holders not students or citizens; sections of higher education moving into
shady wings beyond scrutiny (commercial in confidence provisions of
public-private partnerships); and dubious and possibly self-serving strate-
gic policy and planning processes and techniques especially in the area of
growth modelling and budget forecasts that go to the core of the increas-
ingly privatised model of university financing.'®

In A Fractured Profession, David Johnson argues this emphasis on
growth and profit in higher education is fundamentally re-shaping the
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purpose and contribution of the university. In particular the commer-
cialisation of knowledge which creates a conflicting role for academics in
serving the ‘advancement of knowledge toward particular—and finan-
cial—ends’." Similarly, Christopher Newfield highlights in 7he Great
Mistake: How we wrecked public universities and how we can fix them, that
the current business model for universities to improve growth and
market-efficiencies has led to what he describes as ‘a death spiral’ for
higher education. This includes a national student debt crisis, lower edu-
cational quality and an overreach of property investment and facilities.?
Whilst in Public Universities, Managerialism and the Value of Higher
Education, Rob Watts points to what he calls ‘market-crazed governance’
which has led to a situation where,

not only the normal teacher-student relationship is inverted, academic pro-
fessional autonomy is eroded, and many students are short-changed, but
where universities are becoming places whose leaders are no longer pre-

pared to tell the truth, and too few academics are prepared to insist
they do.?!

This ‘new normal’ is more than a crisis of universities, it is a crisis of
government and society (in a Foucauldian sense)*? which creates signifi-
cant challenges, but also the space for alternative ‘governmentalities’.
Susan Hyatt and colleagues highlight that the close relationships that
have been forged between higher education and privatised and corporate
interests have been accompanied by ‘new forms of governance, [that]
produce new subject-positions among faculty and students and enable
new approaches to teaching, curricula, research, and everyday practices’.*®
Thus, while growth remains the touchstone in higher education, there
are shifting coalitions and communities of practice in higher education
emerging which subvert the dominance of any one economic or political
agenda—although largely still operating within the institutional and
political status quo.

To better understand the progressive role of the university in society
requires a critical focus on how higher education helps to shape and
govern the world and vice versa. This includes the capacity to contest,
alter and adapt the dominant practices and tools that have been
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fashioned to date—which in universities are proving to be as resilient
as they are broken.

The Resilience Machine

Universities are remarkably resilient despite the many challenges they
face. The capacity of the university to endure as one of society’s longest
standing institutions is for many a testament to its value, significance and
importance.”* Unlike most governments or private companies, the uni-
versity has not just withstood centuries of changing circumstances,
including severe disruptions, but also grown meteorically in global size,
scope and scale during that time.?* No longer the realm of the elite, atten-
dance at university is now accessible for many in the community. The
university is by all appearances a success story in modern history, culture
and society—a resilience machine?

Jim Bohland, Simin Davoudi and Jennifer Lawrence use the term
‘resilience machine’ to describe the vast assemblage of policies, practices
and projects around the world that are responding to myriad contempo-
rary crises with ‘resilience’ initiatives?® which, like Harvey Molotoch’s
urban growth machine,” tend to collectively and invisibly reproduce
dominant political and economic systems. In particular they focus on
how the concept of resilience is located within and often co-opted by, a
set of dominant neoliberal mentalities. Within this context, the depen-
dencies, relationships and underlying motivations of the groups and
organisations involved strongly shape what is done in the name of resil-
ience. More specifically, the urban growth machine analogy they use
underlines how urban resilience initiatives are frequently used to exploit
the economic potential of developments, manipulate the system to maxi-
mise growth and profit while convincing the public that upward growth
models are important—nay necessary—for long-term security, jobs and
prospects (i.e. resilience).

Universities are often among the key institutions enrolled in urban
growth machines and associated resilience initiatives in different con-
texts, including as partners in their local regions. Universities can be seen
as the zrgets of growth and resilience logics, often with the two in
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tandem. Reading universities as themselves examples of growth/resilience
machines brings to the fore the pervasive drive within higher education
to exploit the economic potential of knowledge generation and the con-
commitant role of credentialisation.

This also highlights continual efforts to maximise growth and profit
out of a// activities and assets including the financialisation of buildings
and outsourcing of core services, as well as the normalisation of these
agendas internally and externally with university staff, students and other
‘stakeholders’. Given universities' knowledge creation, education and
public engagement roles, and associated capacity for authoritative dis-
semination and normalisation of select discourses, they are well placed to
advance a teleological ‘desire for growth’ within society. It is a discourse
many then seek to profit from by positioning themselves as a vital passage
point for others” individual and organisational success.

It is important to recognise that universities and cities do not have to
be, and are not all, like this. Similarly, resilience, like the SDGs, does not
have to be associated with perpetual growth and neoliberalism. The con-
cept of resilience is highly ambiguous—merely a way of capturing a cer-
tain relationship to and mode of change. Depending on ‘resilience for
whom, what, when, where and why’, it can strengthen precious elements
of the world or entrench predatory ones. A major reason the world is fac-
ing such a crisis of unsustainability is that too many of the things that
need to change (e.g. fossil-fuel driven car cultures, capitalist greed) are
proving highly resilient, while the resilience of things that we desperately
need to preserve (e.g. natural ecosystems, social systems of care) are being
systematically eroded.?®

Resilience therefore is not inherently desirable, but malleable and
value-neutral: equally capable of being put to regressive and progressive
agendas. If an entity (such as a university in the midst of COVID-19)
simply adopts the goal of ‘being resilient” without reflection and in the
absence of other guiding principles, ethics or values, it is unlikely to
change current conditions. As a result, it is likely to not only be poorly
positioned to respond well to the next disturbance, but it is squandering
an important opportunity for progressive real-world impact. As Bohland
and colleagues note, rather than just depoliticised ‘calls for more resil-
ience’ we need to inquire ‘into the logics that have created the demand
[for resilience] in the first place’.”
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Although the current ‘resilience machine’ in cities and the universities
they harness may be largely driven by the growth machine, there is the
potential to use resilience building efforts to foster critique, experimenta-
tion and learning alongside—and in resistance to—an emphasis on eco-
nomic resilience rhetoric.*® This involves exploring different ways to
(re)-imagine what a more just, equitable and democratic world might
look like. It also involves recognising the ecological and physical context
of universities. Actual ‘resilience science’ is about the resilience dynamics
of social-ecological systems at interlinked scales, including the planet. It
is partly thanks to resilience science that the unsustainability of current
trajectories is now apparent.

Significantly, what is meant by resilience in this context is not the same
as the dominant notion of ‘bounce back” that stems from engineering. In
resilience science and related ecological fields, resilience refers to the
capacity to ‘bounce-forward’ through re-organisation and adaptation.’!
When the entity in question incorporates the social dimension, resilience
often depends on social learning and citizen engagement. In contrast to
the boundedness of entities assumed in engineering modes of resilience,
ecological and evolutionary modes of resilience also emphasise the rela-
tive openness of targets for resilience, such as ‘communities’.*

When applied to universities, this sort of resilience lens calls into view
their multifaceted context and dynamism. In so doing it resonates with
what Ron Barnett calls the ‘ecological university’ which we highlighted at
the start of the chapter—one positioned within, conscious of, and caring
towards, seven ‘ecosystems’ including the natural environment, but also
knowledge, social institutions, persons, the economy, learning and cul-
ture. To be ecological, universities need to not just sustain themselves or
acknowledge they are from the world—but be for the world—to help it
change for the better. To achieve this, many universities, and the higher
education sector in general, needs to question how they themselves might
need to change. As he explains:

To pick up just one ecosystem, the knowledge ecology, its sustainability [as
in persistence] is not at issue. Rather, the issue is one of its ever-fuller flour-
ishing: does it exhibit a due diversity with, say, non-scientific forms of
thought being accorded legitimacy? Is there an ever-greater circulation of
ideas in a polity? Is there a continuing creativity in those ideas? Do the
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dominant knowledge frameworks include those of peoples across the
world, including the South (Connell, 2007) and indigenous traditions (de
Sousa Santos, 2016)? Does the knowledge in a society reach out so as to
form ever-wider publics? Is there a healthy degree of continuing scepticism,
debate and even rivalry, with groups pitted against each other in critical
dialogue? If the answer to questions such as these is ‘yes’, then we are not in
the presence of a knowledge ecology that is being sustained, but rather one
that is being strengthened and developed.

Such an ecology is the sort that an ‘ecological university’ needs to help
generate. In other words, Barnett’s notion of ecology is aligned with eco-
logical and evolutionary resilience, rather than the engineering or bounce
back resilience that is instead what he expresses as ‘sustainability’.

The take home message here is that we in the higher education sector
need to be careful about what is sustained and what is changed. This is
especially the case given the highly mixed character of universities, full of
desirable and undesirable elements. As Barnett continues, even if an eco-
system (e.g. a knowledge ecosystem) that a university is part of is flourish-
ing, we cannot take for granted that the presence of the university and its
attendant networks such as academic publishers are wholly helpful in
generating the positive outcome, and are not in fact a hindrance in at
least some ways.

To return to the resilience of the university as an institution, the highly
mixed character of its contemporary form—°the modern university'—
means that its resilience is a double-edged sword. Resilience thinking and
action can be mobilised for positive institutional and societal change (e.g.
reducing the precarity of casualised workers across sectors), but can
equally be put to use to perpetuate political and economic power and the
status quo. However, this requires that the de-politicisation of ideas around
resilience must therefore be countered by the re-politicisation of resilience
and re-imagined as a more transformative and regenerative agenda. The
hope for a more sustainable future.

We argue that the ‘resilience machine’ that is sustaining the university
as an institution must be brought to light and examined through critical
questions about the values and impact of the university. Such questions
include:
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* What is the university seeking to make resilient, from what and how?
What types of resilience are being pursued and why?

* What values are inscribed and prescribed in universities in the name of
resilience? What social and political effects are resilience initiatives
encouraging and why? What role is self-interest playing?

* What creative and critical potential exists in alternative resilience dis-
courses, policies and practices? How might we imagine it?*’

Whether the future higher education enterprise proves to be a tool for
economic expansion or a space that supports social equity and planetary
justice depends on which elements of the modern university, including
which values and goals, prove to be most resilient. As indicated above,
this is not just a matter of choice for universities—they are strongly
shaped by their external context as well. Shifting community expecta-
tions about what higher education can and should be are therefore of
crucial importance.

Universities of Utopia/Dystopia

The 500th anniversary of Thomas More’s novel Uropia in 2016 sparked a
surge of questions about the ideal university as opposed to the idea of the
university (although the two can converge). Moore’s notion of Utopia
translates as ‘non-place’ and/or ‘good place’. It describes a desired future
place or way of being. In Utopia the desired place was a fair society, as
More described, ‘I can perceave nothing but a certein conspiracy if rich
men procuring their own commodities under the name and title of com-
monwealth’.?* This has resonance with the discussions above around the
neoliberal agenda driving universities as ‘resilience machines’. As Terry
Eagleton argues, ‘one of Utopia’s most striking aspects is its contempora-
neity—the way in which the greedy, unscrupulous and useless are just as
much in evidence now as in 1516’.%°

These satirical themes are also reflected in the Australian comedy televi-
sion series ‘Utopia’ (Dreamland) which follows the fortunes of a newly set
up government agency focused on the delivery of major projects.®® In
microscopic detail the series sends up the collision between grandiose plans,
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political self-interest and self-promotion, institutional white elephant proj-
ects, bureaucratic bungling and the mundanity of everyday activities. Some
have argued that the same tragi-comical combination of self-importance
and incompetence characterises modern universities. Mark Gatenby, for
example, describes the contemporary university as characterised by ‘bur-
dens of meddling, managerialism, bureaucracy and consumerism’.
Significantly he asks: if higher education is becoming a corrupted, capitalist
artefact, how can we live well with the universities of the future?®”

Perhaps the aspect of universities most likely to determine how close
the actual university is to the ideal is how it is funded. The public univer-
sity model, which has been the dominant mode of higher education since
World War Two and much of the twentieth century, has historically been
funded largely by the state and student tuition fees. More recently in
many countries around the globe, governments have cut back funding for
universities, forcing the higher education sector to become more entre-
preneurial by finding other ways to make up the funding shortfall through
a business approach. This includes increasing domestic and international
student numbers and raising tuition fees, philanthropy, grants and con-
tracts, endowment, property ownership and development, and income-
generating investment portfolios.”® As the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences puts it:

As state appropriations for higher education diminish, public universities
increasingly rely on other sources to advance their mission and maintain
the quality of education and training they provide: tuition, philanthropy,
auxiliary services, grants and contracts, and endowment and investment
income. The extent to which individual public research universities rely on
diverse sources of funding varies greatly by location, demographics of stu-
dents served, state aid programs, and relationships with regional business
and industry. Some institutions fare better than others due to generous
state funding, robust philanthropic enterprises, or lucrative partnerships

with local corporations.”

Each approach to generating alternative income has its pros and cons.
Some universities, for example, are building new research centre partner-
ships with private sponsors with the concomitant aims of generating
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funds for the university and increasing opportunities for real-world
engagement and impact. However, such initiatives can often benefit only
a portion of staff and can generate relationships and goals that are mis-
aligned with other university objectives. Other universities are trying to
reach a wider domestic and international market using online pro-
grammes, courses and certifications delivered and undertaken at a frac-
tion of the cost of face-to-face teaching, but raising questions about the
quality of the educational experience, as we discuss further in Chap. 6.

Many universities have increased their proportion of full fee-paying
international students to increase funding revenue and develop a more
diverse, global student body. However, as the COVID-19 crisis has dem-
onstrated, an (over)-reliance on international students can exacerbate the
economic precarity of universities if it is disrupted or lost to competition
or complacency. Taking on responsibility for large numbers of interna-
tional students also means guaranteeing them appropriate levels of sup-
port and care. If this, rather than the flow of students, breaks down,
universities are no less at risk, with complaints that the international stu-
dent trade industry is simply viewed by universities as a ‘cash cow’ sully-
ing institutions’ reputations and risking a serious breach of public
confidence and trust in the whole sector.%

Opverall, in the competitive global education market, individual uni-
versities compete for income on an increasingly uneven playing field con-
strained by socio-spatial and economic factors such as size, reputation,
postcode and location, history and accumulated debt, access to industry
partners, and the state and maintenance costs of existing and future
requirements for university infrastructure. Different funding choices are
available to, and variably effect, different types of universities. Across the
board, many have been pushed to become more ‘entrepreneurial in their
internal operations. Many have taken aggressive measures to reduce oper-
ational costs by cutting faculty and staff positions, reducing tenure to
contract or casual positions, eliminating or streamlining course offerings,
outsourcing core services and operations and instigating performance
metrics focused on success in external funding, in efforts to increase insti-
tutional accountability and efficiencies.

At the same time, there is growing pressure on universities to better
justify their societal role and public support in the face of societies ‘grand
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challenge’ such as the need for action on climate change and the SDGs.
The new dominance of an economic logic at work in both the strategic
and operational levels of universities is generating increasing concern that
the university has become almost unrecognisable to its older ideal. As
Simon Marginson puts it in his personal reflections on the relationship
between higher education and the common good,

I have been compelled by the questionable foundations, gaps and internal
tensions in the standard thinking about higher education and its social and
economic roles ... the faith that the installation of competitive markets
into higher education will lead to better quality and greater responsiveness
to the needs of students would be touching in its naivety if it wasn’t also so
destructive. The inability of economics to adjust for the particular charac-
ter of social production in the higher education sector ... continues to do
much damage.”!

Such damage includes environmental damage. It is increasingly clear
that existing approaches to universities are not adequately meeting soci-
etal and planetary needs. Nor are they meeting societal expectations or
building public trust. If academic institutions are to secure their future,
they need to demonstrate a genuine commitment and capacity to work
with others to achieve the transformational changes needed. As Barnett
argues in 7he Ecological University this is a feasible utopia: one which
recognises that the university is ‘a story without an end’ and that ‘new
opportunities may be opening up for universities to engage in, and even
enlarge, the public realm by forging new relationships with the world/
earth’.*? Part of this challenge—and opportunity—is to re-imagine the
nature of the relationship between the SDGs and higher education as
part of a broader social contract focused on a sustainable future.

Seeking the Good University

As visions of alternative universes, utopian thinking offers a device for
simultaneously disrupting or unsettling the complacency of the present,
as a way of projecting the hopes and dreams that drive action in different
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future-oriented directions. The early thinking around the notion of uto-
pia is linked to Plato’s Republic and Laws which hold that the ultimate
end of the system is to bring about the greatest possible happiness in the
city. The idea of ‘the collective good” dominates all aspects of Plato’s uto-
pian communitarian world and is synonymous with quality and truth.®

In her book ‘7he Good University—What Universities actually do and
why its time for a radical change, feminist sociologist Raewyn Connell
makes the case that whilst fragments of the good university already exist,
choices must be made as to what types of higher education futures
are desirable. “There are better futures we can choose for universities by
collective choice, not the individual decision of a market consumer.’*
The good university and good university systems should be collective and
cooperative, operating at the level of society: ‘it has to be made and re-
made, daily and from generation to generation to make the commitment
and struggle worthwhile’. To this end, Connell outlines five principles

for a ‘Good University':

* Democratic—develops a democratic culture, operates in a democratic
way, and serves a democratic purpose for society.

* Engaged—is fully present for society, responsive to societal needs at the
local and global scale.

 Truthful—in detailing university operations and in how it presents
itself to fulfil its purpose to serve society.

* Creative—Dby embracing the dynamism of knowledge formation and
educational processes, expanding, devising, imagining, patterning and
linking the different forms.

* Sustainable—the capacity to flourish over time, creating conditions of
renewal and resilience in the face of disruption, change and political
pressure, and responsible use of resources, similar to the imagined
relation between Ron Barnett’s ecological university and the natural
environment.

Like the question of university resilience, the quest for the good uni-
versity raises a number of critical questions—Good for whom? Good
when? Good for what? Who gets to decide what is good or even good
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enough? Sceptics and critics point to the chimerical quality of utopian
vision, which is dependent on ideology, culture, politics and perspective.
The version a given university supports will depend on what the institu-
tion seeks to see flourish at a given point in time, reflecting its history and
contemporary context. No blueprints for a good university exist, and
even if they did, they would not guarantee outcomes. As Ash Amin notes,
“The concept of good does not track unmodified across space and time’.*

Contemporary contestations over the ‘idea of the university’ are made
manifest through a series of unresolved and relational tensions. These
play out on a spectrum across the different university models, sectors and
roles. Education policy historian Robert Anderson argues that key ten-
sions include those between: the goals of teaching and research; academic
autonomy and corporate accountability; scholarly learning for its own
sake and the achievement of qualifications and skills; transmitting estab-
lished knowledge and challenging the status quo; the connection of uni-
versities to the state and private sector and the need to maintain critical
distance; the reproduction of existing power structures and renewal from
below through resistance and/or social mobility; commitment to an
international community and a national identity; and serving the econ-
omy whilst addressing transformative individual and societal change.’
Raewyn Connell highlights:

There’s an angry, sometimes anguished debate inside universities. Critics
speak of outdated pedagogy, exploitation of young staff, distorted and even
faked research, outrageous fees, outrageous pay for top managers, corpo-
rate rip-offs, corruption, sexism, racism and mickey-mouse degrees ...
there is criticism from outside the university too ... contemptuous of uni-

versity educated ‘elites’ and university-based science.*®

Given this bi-directional critique, Connell argues that we need to
rethink and debate the fundamentals of what universities do. Her version
of a good university is one driven by social good rather than profit—but
for others it may involve wealth accumulation and elite prestige. Still oth-
ers may prioritise a decolonised university that is respectful, inclusive and
fair, while global access and technological sophistication may represent
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the ‘good university’ for some. The answer may be a combination of these
or some other vision altogether. Importantly, a key question is are univer-
sities ‘good enough’—not for what the world wants, but for what the
world needs?

Good Enough Universities?

Are our universities good enough to face the twenty-first-century chal-
lenges? How would we know? The contemporary university is no longer
cloistered away in the tower of academe but inescapably embedded in the
world. Universities are committed to a mission that underpins their pur-
pose and function in society as centres of new knowledge, understanding,
skills and experience, through research, learning and teaching, leadership,
outreach and service to society. As proponents of progress, choice, debate
and engagement, universities help ‘set the pace for humanity’ in the key
areas of society, culture, economics and the environment.

But the role of higher education ‘will not trigger the development of a
more egalitarian society on its own’.*’ Being out in the world, universities
have many masters: national governments are one, but also local and
regional/state governments, industry partners and other private funders,
and not-for-profits, as well as local and broader community. Combined
with internal masters such as discipline-specific peer-reviewers, associa-
tions, publishers, and of course students armed with evaluations, univer-
sities’ capacity to initiate progressive and meaningful change is shaped by
many groups. Thus:

assumptions about higher education being able to independently and
single-handedly effect the betterment of society (in tackling inequality or
in stimulating innovation of the economy) are proven to be strongly
exaggerated. Rather, higher education can be one of the critical factors—a
tool—affecting these processes, but whether it will be used for this purpose
remains a question of political choice.*

Universities cannot affect change on their own, but they can be effec-
tive when working with others. Moreover, their role is not just one among
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many, but a special one. Whatever their size, shape, scale or funding
model, universities have a unique capacity to cultivate and share ideas,
methods and frameworks for the betterment of society. They can act as
agents of change in multiple ways, such as by creating ‘critical space’ and
engaging in ‘dialogue, debate, and development of proposals and pro-
grams for social change, with the ultimate objective of engagement in the
public sphere’, and by designing and making improved artefacts for use
in the world.”!

The ‘idea of the modern university’ is a complex entanglement of what
Hannah Arendt described in “The Human Condition’ as the two images
of human activity.”? The first is Animal laboran whom she critiques as
becoming so absorbed in their tasks that they get lost in the act of making
and doing such that work becomes an end into itself. The second is Homo
faber who she favourably notes is focused on critical thinking, judgement
and making a life in common. Whilst Animal laboran is fixated on the
question of ‘how’, Homo faber asks ‘why’. For Arendst, society is afflicted
with an overly active desire to ‘do’ without considering for what purpose.
Thoughtfulness-in-action, she argues, is the critical and necessary human
response to the world, especially during dark times.

Arendt’s thesis is that history has shown that the capacity of humans to
build, make, do, manage, organise, invent or innovate is not in itself
enough. Her faith was in critical speech, action, politics and reflection—
uniquely human capacities that she believed will save humanity from
itself. A life without critical reflective speech and action, she argued, ‘is
literally dead to the world’. She refers to a quote by physicist Robert
Oppenheimer who invented the atomic bomb: ‘you see something that is
technically sweet, and you go ahead and do it, and you argue about what
to do about it only after you have had your success’.”

Richard Sennett, a former student of Arendt, similarly advocates for
critical thought but argues that Arendt over-emphasised the divide
between ‘doing’ and ‘thinking’. Rather than choosing between them, he
argued, we must always ask ‘why’ as well as ‘how’. To understand Homo
Jaber’s role, he suggests:

we have to conceive of the dignity of labour differently. ... Homo faber
acquires honour by practicing in a way whose terms are modest and this
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ethic of making modestly implies in turn a certain relationship with how

we dwell and who we are.>*

Sennett stresses that his emphasis on the dignity of labour—on Animal
laborans—is not to be confused with a romantic endorsement of craft-
building in and of itself. There is nothing inevitably ethical about craft-
building, he argued. The craftsperson’s desire for quality, for example, can
still pose a danger if obsession with the task deforms the work itself and
allows it to become morally ambiguous.>® Or the craftsperson’s vision can
get lost, as Ash Amin describes of modern cities, and by extension our
city universities:

as shadowlands: anonymous, homogenous and lacking character and iden-
tity; endless unhealthy, tiring, overwhelming, confusing, alienating; with
lictle connectivity or potency as demos—the populace of a democracy as a
political unit.>

For Sennett, what we ultimately need is an integration of Animal labo-
rans and Homo faber in the form of active citizenship—an approach to
being and doing that seeks to find expression in the world through think-
ing and feeling, action and reflection, problem solving and problem find-
ing as a co-constituted rhythm, not separate activities.

For universities, active citizenship means not getting lost in the busi-
ness of doing and surviving and making, nor offering mere reflection and
judgement. It is about active but critical engagement with the world all
universities are part of. Today an unavoidable consequence of such
engagement is awareness of the many problems the world is facing—
including those covered by the SDGs. Only by working with others to
tackle these problems in insightful and practical ways can a university be
considered ‘good enough’ for the contemporary context.
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The Urgent Need for Maintenance, Repair
and Regeneration

Besides a proliferation of problems, the contemporary context that uni-
versities need to respond to is characterised by a need for deeper ambition.
Not only minimal solutions or short-term preventative action is needed
but so too is repair, regeneration and maintenance. Sustainable develop-
ment today needs to involve not only the minimisation of negatives such
as pollution or illness, but the active generation of positives such as eco-
system health and human wellbeing in order to redress the immense
amount of damage already done, improve the capacity to cope with future
stresses, and protect what we value and care about into the future.

Ash Amin offers four registers of a care-ethic that begin to point to
what such sustainable development requires: repair, relatedness, rights
and re-enchantment. We can use these registers to help progress our
understanding of what the Good University might look like. Through a
focus on a politics of Repair the good university commits to accessible
and affordable infrastructure expressed through practices of care and soli-
darity. The emphasis on Relatedness orients the good university towards
an ethos that is socially and environmentally just with a strong obligation
‘towards the insider and the outsider’ regardless of ethnicity, race, gender,
age or ability. Amin’s focus on Rights is the citizen’s right to the university
for the many, not just the few and the creation of an ‘open’ civic culture
that works democratically with difference and disagreement. The final
register is a politics of Re-enchantment through a focus on civic-mindedness
as a counterpoint to commodification and homogenisation on the one
hand, and disinterested and disengaged individualism on the other.””

Many of the grand challenges we currently face stem from poor main-
tenance of the systems we have created or rely on. Doing things cheaply
is a natural outcome of the short-term focus that characterises commodi-
fication, capitalism and political cycles—and this extends to the func-
tioning of universities. As Jason Moore and Raj Patel argue in their book
A History of the World in Seven Cheap Things, ‘Cheap is the opposite of a
bargain—cheapening is a set of strategies to control a wider web of life’.”®
We are all now paying the price of not maintaining healthy landscapes,
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waterways and cultural and social relationships. One of the fundamental
changes required is to re-value the care work that maintenance and repro-
duction rely on, as Amin indicates and feminist scholars have long argued,
given the way that the symbolic and demographic feminisation of care is
entwined with its social and economic devaluation.

As Moore and Patel discuss, one of the things that has been cheapened
by capitalism is care itself, even as the commodification of care has made
it financially expensive for many to receive. The drivers and consequences
of this are evident in the university system where production is valued
over re-production (maintaining the enabling conditions) within research
activities and in the status attributed to research over teaching. They are
also evident within the SDG agenda, which includes both implicit calls
for care work—care of people, communities, institutions, settlements,
ecosystems and the climate—and endorsement of economic growth and
development.

Beyond maintenance, the degraded and endangered state of the world
demands serious investment in repair and regeneration. Valuing repair
work and associated objectives such as retrofitting are key to curbing
excessive consumption and production of the sort that SDG 8 demands
we rethink. They are also key to redressing the environmental injustices
that continually generate harm and constrain positive developments in
cheapened landscapes and communities around the world. The profit-
ability of the extractive industries, for example, continues to rely on their
ability to walk away from damage—Ileaving behind what Val Plumwood
referred to as ‘shadow places’.”” Making visible these injustices and the
pressing need for repair and restoration has to be part of the mandate of
sustainable development in the Anthropocene.

Beyond repair and restoration, regeneration is also needed. Like many
others increasingly grasping the positive potential of this idea, we under-
stand regeneration to mean more than a neutralisation of negatives or a
minimalist attitude of compliance. Regeneration is about nurturing new
life and potential itself. It is about reclaiming the development ideal of a
better possible world and helping cultivate it in a genuine, care-full, life-
affirming way, one that is necessarily experimental and courageous in
facing up to failures and trying again—Tliving and working with the trou-
ble of our times.
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The End of the University as We Know It?

Alternatives to the dominant model of neoliberalised universities exist,
and they offer insights into what a re-imagined university sector may look
like. One approach is ‘civic universities’ that reframe cities as inherently
dynamic public places full of potential, active learning and innovation,
making universities just one node among many. This blurring of the
boundary between the university and civil society is not just about a
greater extension of the university out into society—as the idea of adding
on public engagement to universities as a peripheral “Third Mission’
alongside Research and Learning and Teaching suggests. Rather, it is
about using the university as a common, as a platform for civil society to
co-produce place and common goods. John Goddard characterises civic
universities as anchor institutions, which are ‘not just in the place but of
the place’. He offers seven characteristics that distinguish the civic
university:

1. It is actively engaged with the wider world as well as the local com-
munity of the place in which it is located.

2. It takes a holistic approach to engagement, seeing it as institution-
wide activity and not confined to specific individuals or teams.

3. It has a strong sense of place— it recognises the extent to which its
location helps to form its unique identity as an institution.

4. It has a sense of purpose— understanding not just what it is good at,

but what it is good for.

It is willing to invest in order to have impact beyond the academy.

6. It is transparent and accountable to its stakeholders and the
wider public.

7. It uses innovative methodologies and team building in its engagement
activities with the world at large.*

N

All of these characteristics are ones that could foster genuine engage-
ment with the SDG agenda and facilitate its effective localisation. In con-
trast to an approach that cordons SDG work off into certain courses,
projects or outreach initiatives, or eschews practical action, the civic uni-
versity represents the sort of approach to higher education that the
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pressing challenges of the SDGs demand. Not all universities can become
locally oriented civic universities per se, given the diversity of contexts in
which they exist. Nor is it necessary, given that the SDGs still require a
strong international, national and regional orientation and level of coop-
eration, and that ‘community’ today has many forms including distanced
virtual ones.®! But the ethos of the civic university holds lessons for all
universities, in particular its commitment to engagement, purpose and
impact (Fig. 3.2).

A second thought-provoking alternative to the dominant model of
universities is the ‘free university’, which directly addresses and reframes
neoliberal modes of development in higher education. The vision of ‘free
universities as commons’ builds on a rich tradition of feminist, anti-racist
and working-class struggles in the development of postcapitalist imagi-
naries in academia.®* As Esra Erdem describes, this is about universities as
‘grassroots spaces created by a community for the sharing of knowledge
in which knowledge and ideas can be freely shared among equals’. In such
institutions, ‘space is not given: it has to be established and occupied’.®®
Erdem highlights four key principles/themes inspired by the community

THE ACADEMY

Fig. 3.2 The civic university. (From Goddard 2018, p. 263)
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economies agenda for fundamentally re-imagining the academy as com-
munity commons:

* Access: The principle that higher education should be socially inclusive
and foster the sharing of knowledge and specifically targeting restric-
tions in three key areas: university admission criteria; tuition fees; and
intellectual property rights including the sharing and access to knowl-
edge. This involves making resources available to the community and
re-shaping spaces of learning to include community settings such as
parks, libraries, churches, trade union halls, community centres, cafés,
bookstores, galleries. Access also involves reducing economic barriers
to higher education and challenging universities as banks of commodi-
fied knowledge or ‘teaching factories’,* committing instead to inclu-
sive, collaborative learning.®

* Commoning practices: Grounded in the critical pedagogy of Paulo
Freire, commoning practices are the social labour undertaken by a
community to produce and sustain collective resources. In universi-
ties, this is about acknowledging the diversity of community experi-
ences and knowledges and the multiplicity of skills involved in everyday
work (including that involved in administrative, coordinating and
logistical work). It is about acknowledging the potential for collective
labour to not simply replicate the existing hierarchies of mainstream
academia (e.g. gender, academic rank etc.) but to consciously create
commons and solidarity.®

o Collective self-management: The emphasis here is on processes of collec-
tive decision-making that critique hierarchical university structures
and enable more participatory forms of decision-making. Informality,
autonomy and responsibility for the academic commons are key shared
characteristics across diverse decision-making practices.®’

*  Community: This final principle is about the development of alterna-
tive power and knowledge relations that help rebuild a sense of
community as part of an academic commons. Community-building
through the free university includes nurturing a sense of learning,
belonging and commitment, ‘being-in-common’.*® This includes val-
ues and ethical principles such as equality, reciprocity, trust, localness,
social justice and freedom, where the latter is understood as the right
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to partake in education and a shift from market exchange to gift econ-
omies in higher education.®’

There are many international examples of the ‘free university’ in prac-
tice including Universidad de la Tierra (Unitierra) in Mexico for
Indigenous and poor urban communities,”® the Peoples Free University in
Canada,” the Universidad Trashumante in Argentina, the Social Science
Centre in the UK and Solidarity Academies in Turkey’? to name a few.
Whilst diverse in context, ambitions and practice their shared agenda as
part of the free university movement is a profound resistance to, and
critique of, the neoliberal development model of higher education (e.g.
the commodification of education, the re-organisation of the labour pro-
cess, the enclosure of knowledge and the financialisation of student
debt).”? Collectively they demonstrate alternatives to how learning and
teaching can be organised around the principles of commons,

shared by a community of users/producers, who also define the modes of
use and production, distribution and circulation of these resources through
democratic and horizontal forms of governance.”

In addition to the civic university and free university models there is a
range of other alternative forms, which collectively call into question the
naturalisation of the dominant modern university model. For example,
in 7he Good University, Raewyn Connell highlights practical examples of
alternative university manifestos that offer principles, pedagogies and
processes for transformative change.” The Slow University, for example,
seeks to subvert the corporatisation culture and ‘speed-up’ of universities
in the quest for efficiency.”® As part of the diverse slow movement (e.g.
slow food), the Slow University seeks to advance alternative/unorthodox
approaches that enable community-based initiatives, sustainability and
social equity in the face of ‘fast capitalism’. The slow movement is an
alternative development narrative deployed through a diverse coalition of
actors. In contrast to the mainstream development agenda characterised
by homogenisation, standardisation, corporatisation, insensitivity to
local history and culture, and conditions of inequity, the slow agenda is
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characterised by grassroots activity, sensitivity to local history/culture and
specific attention to issues of sustainability and equity.”’

Others are turning to alternative modes of development to re-imagine
a form of higher education that pushes ‘beyond the limitations of the
paradigm of modernity and the neoliberal ideology that commits us ines-
capably to economic growth at the expense of the environment’.”® As
Eleanor Brown and Tristan McCowan argue:

If we are committed to the idea of sustainability, which has not been well
served by these ideologies and agendas, we might want to consider what
‘sustainable development looks like from worldviews with a quite different
ontology from the European modernity upon which our development dis-
course has been based.”

They highlight Buen vivir in the Latin American context and Ubuntu
in the African context as rich Indigenous worldviews with explicit lessons
for modern higher education. Drawing on such insights, they offer broad
principles for an education model designed to cultivate the conditions for
a sustainable future:

e Epistemological pluralism: acknowledging and transiting between dif-
ferent forms of knowing,.

* Porosity of boundaries: non-rigid classification of the educational space,
education professionals and disciplines.

*  Holism of learning: bringing together of the manual, practical, techni-
cal, abstract, aesthetic and spiritual.

* Cooperativism: avoidance of competition-based education and the
consequent progressive filtering out of students from level to level.

* Compassion and nonviolence: recognition of the importance of peace in
all aspects of life, including nonviolent communication.

*  Collectivism: learning collectively within a web of relationships between
people and with the non-human world.

* Meaningful livelihoods: a link with enriching forms of work (rather
than alienating employability).

* Living the present: education as a state of being, not aimed at the
exchange value of qualifications.®
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The Campaign for a Global Curriculum of Social Solidarity Economy for
example promotes the construction of ‘another possible education and
economy’ through connections between social actors and social move-
ments. An educational initiative developed by a collective of organisa-
tions in the international Education and Social and Solidarity Economy
Network (REESS), the campaign calls for a Global Curriculum of Social
Solidarity Economy, by which it means:

the plans of studies, educational proposals, knowledge, epistemologies,
methodologies, science and practice of formal education non-formal and
informal, developed around the world, in schools, universities, social
movements, cooperatives, trade unions, associations, indigenous peasant
communities and Afro-descendants, while building a just, sustainable not
capitalist economy.®!

Significantly, the REESS campaign is explicit about the value of engag-
ing with the SDGs as an ambitious and transformative change-based

agenda, and about the value of its alternative solidarity economy to the
SDGs. As the Network puts it:

The basis for the achievement of all the Sustainable Development Goals ...
stimulates criticism of the current model of predatory economy and unsus-
tainable patterns of production and consumption but also promotes and
strengthens actions that represent alternatives to that model. At the same
time, inclusive, equitable and quality education that promotes lifelong
learning opportunities will actually exist if we strengthen the idea that
another economy is possible.®?

Many more alternative, progressive approaches to universities already
exist or are emerging, suggesting that more people may be committed to
the idea and ideal of the university than its specific, dominant modern
form. The existence of such alternatives is an important reminder to look
beyond the often uninspiring and concerning characteristics of today’s
universities to remember and reimagine what they can be. When we do
s0, it is more apparent than ever that universities are vital to progressing
the SDG agenda (as a diverse range of organisations in their own right
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and as enablers of others) and the SDGs are vital to reshaping
universities.

In their best light, the SDGs offer more than a topic for research or
teaching or a competitive global indicator for the higher education sector.
They can offer sustenance in everyday struggles and opportunities to sub-
vert established processes, and a lens through which to analyse, critique,
adapt and improve the myriad development processes universities are
enmeshed in. For such institutions, this requires not simply mapping
existing SDGs capabilities, but committing and delivering ethical SDG-
informed innovation at all scales and building the SDGs into their ethos
and institutional architecture.

The Age of Reciprocity and Change

As we have pointed out, universities are not isolated ivory towers, floating
free from the rest of the world. They are of the world, as their remaking
as corporations over the last fifty years illustrates. For better or worse,
they are being constantly reshaped by the world and, for better or worse,
they are continually shaping the world in ways that far exceed laborious
efforts at ‘engagement’. The phrase ‘for better or worse’ is the key. It begs
the question: will those in the diverse communities that constitute and
influence universities strive to the institutions and their outcomes with
care, or will they act as if the mutual shaping is not happening and accept
the consequences?

We believe the reciprocal relationship between the SDGs and universi-
ties can help chart a careful path between the dead ends of disconnection
and false connection. Disconnection is about perpetuating the myth of
the ivory tower by presuming they are unchangeable, untouchable or
innocent. As Isaac Kamola argues,

Despite being located within vast overdetermined social relationships,
those students, scholars, and administrators inhabiting the world of higher
education often imagine universities as extra-worldly spaces from which to
orbit—and gaze down upon—the world below. In claiming to simply
reflect upon the world, seeing it as it actually is, the university often fades
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from the foreground, cropped out of the imaginary. In this process, col-
leges and universities increasingly are perceived as ivory towers located
above and outside the world.®

This conception of universities as ‘extra-worldly’ ‘ivory towers’ is of
course far from new, and in some senses is almost as old as the idea of the
university itself. But it is one that is increasingly hard to sustain. As
Kamola continues,

In reality, however, there is no outside from which to view the world as a
single thing, global or otherwise. A university is not a capsule floating out-
side the world’s orbit. As such, academic knowledge is never merely a snap-
shot of the world outside itself.®*

Many feminist, Indigenous and postcolonial scholars have criticised
the idea that knowledge can emerge from a ‘view from nowhere” and that
universities can deny their position within and obligations to engage with
‘the real world’. John Brennan and Allen Cochrane similarly argue that
the idea of universities as universal and place-less ‘is no longer a helpful
starting point’.® It is now recognised and expected that universities are
‘of the world” and part of society, albeit still a special part.

Just how universities are imagined to be of the world, though, varies
widely, as the discussion throughout this chapter illustrates. One of the
risks is that universities seek to establish strong connections ‘with the
world’ but that such connections are false, either in the sense of not grasp-
ing essential realities of the world such as the severity of climate change,
or not being genuine connections and being, for example, for show only.
Arguably the dominant style of the connected, ‘worldly’ university today
is one that maintains a focus on the global/universal scale but focuses
only on aspects of it, namely the global economy, city networks and elite
institutions. The ideal is of a ‘world class university’ that combines claims
to extra-worldly universal knowledge and research excellence on the one
hand, with claims to global economic, urban and institutional connect-
edness on the other. The world class university is imagined as a privileged
node in global circulations of resources, people and knowledge, not shut
off from the world but confidently leading it from on high.
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Many modern universities are also or instead emplaced within more
specific innovation systems, districts, precincts, clusters and other ‘triple
helix’ initiatives to help drive economic development from the city scale
to the globe. This now-dominant Americanised model of the university
‘blurs the boundaries between public/private, and non-profit/for-profic
and ‘emphasises university entrepreneurship and university—industry
partnerships’. In doing so, ‘notions of higher education as a producer of
public goods and a cultural project are marginalised’.* As Simon
Marginson concludes:

There is no reciprocity here. The University is accountable to capital, but
capital is not accountable to the University or subordinated to its logics of
teaching/learning and knowledge exchange.®”

The worldliness of this capitalist university is not one in which the
university reaches out into the world, as much as one in which capitalism
reaches into it. Although the related knowledge economy discourse ‘talks
of universities’ potential to transform societies’, it ‘may be limiting this
potential if one values societal transformation in all its diverse, non-
economistic dimensions’.*

It is in the context of these various versions of the global university—
the place-less universal university of old, the elitist ‘world class university’
and the capitalist university of innovation systems, that the global orien-
tation of the SDGs is situated. Some critics within universities reject the
SDGs because its global character is seen to perpetuate the hubris and
harms of the global university. However, the disconnection and false con-
nections that characterise the typical global university are not the sort the
SDGs encourage or require. Instead, they press universities to acknowl-
edge in a far more holistic and clear-eyed way the world and planet that
all institutions are part of, and to work in more genuine and effective
ways to shape it for the better of all.

As we have outlined, a key theme of this book is that universities are
not just enablers of change in the SDG agenda but also important zargets
for the sorts of changes it calls for particularly given that universities’
diverse functions and responsibilities have far-reaching implications for
the success of the SDG agenda. If the SDGs are simply a perpetuation of
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a smooth, unreflective global imaginary of the sort colonialists, capitalists
and universities have long encouraged, it is difficult to argue that it is
what the world needs. Although there is clearly a risk of this, we believe
that the SDG agenda presents the opportunity to challenge this image of
the world and the image of universities as conveniently disconnected
from or hopelessly compromised within it. Like alternative forms of uni-
versities, the SDGs help underline that the world, including the planet,
is far more-than-economic and is instead saturated with life, diversity,
meaning and inhuman forces.

For universities to perform their unique function as enablers of change,
they need to embrace their role as targets for change and ensure they are
role modelling the sort of approaches and impacts they want to engender.
The SDGs push us to consider the global scale, but it is not the disem-
bodied space of the ivory tower myth or the ruthless machine of the
global economy. Rather the SDGs provide an opportunity to simultane-
ously address some of the harms of a neoliberal mindset that pits indi-
viduals against individuals, departments against departments, universities
against universities, nations against nations, and human growth and
development against the ecological health and sustainability of earths’
planetary boundaries.
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Ethical Innovation

Impact and Innovation

What is the role and impact of innovation within universities today? And
what has it been over time? The SDG agenda and the serious issues it
points to is one reason that universities are being pushed to demonstrate
their ‘impact’ in the world.! As we have seen in Chaps. 2 and 3, there are
many reasons universities are being forced ‘into the world’, including a
hunger for funding and a thirst for global status. Innovation is a go-to
tool for universities in these latter quests, particularly as the very mean-
ing of innovation incorporates real-world impact. The SDG agenda also
requires innovation, but of a far more transformational sort than that
which characterises standard innovation efforts. In this chapter we out-
line what this more innovative form of innovation might look like. In
particular, we argue that it has to be consciously normative and ethical.
This requires a sophisticated knowledge and understanding of the con-
cepts, histories and social character of innovation and technology. It also
requires going beyond the idea of Responsible Research and Innovation
(RRI) to address far deeper questions about the worldviews at work and
the worlds being created.
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Two intersecting narratives tend to circulate about universities and
their innovative impact. One is that universities are by definition a posi-
tive force in society and their impact underpins many advances in human
civilisation as a result of their research and/or education mandate. From
this perspective, universities simply need to exist to have a positive impact.
The other is that, given this positive role, as well as a concurrent prolifera-
tion in the problems the world is facing and the need for universities to
distinguish themselves and justify public support, universities need to
increase and continually (im)prove their impact. We come then to the
push for universities to be more intentionallyAnd to do that they need to
become more innovative, both in the sense of generating more demon-
strable innovations (real-world changes) for others and and in doing
things working more innovatively.

These broad assessments of the situation are an adequate starting point,
but they overlook one of the biggest challenges that sustainable develop-
ment poses. The SDG agenda is not merely a call for universities to
increase their impact, such as by expanding access or doing more public
engagement work. These things are important, but the critical factor is
what impact, what innovation? The Anthropocene demands new more
sustainable and just approaches to impact. More than layering this on top
of what universities already do, this requires critically reflecting on what
they already do and why. Despite the positive spin that ‘impact’ is given
in university discussions, the impact that universities have today and have
had over history is far from only positive.” Indeed, it is intimately
entwined with the problems of colonial and industrial development that
have generated the need for sustainable development.

In whatever way universities are understood, they—Ilike all other
organisations and groups—are under pressure to innovate because inno-
vation is presented as the universal solution to all problems. To the extent
that innovation is understood as a verb—doing something in a different
and useful way—this can make sense. Today innovation as a concept is
frequently co-opted by a capitalist framing that defines it in terms of dol-
lar value. However, beyond this narrow reading, innovation resonates
with the idea of academic freedom. This is in contrast to innovation’s
earlier meaning as the dangerously radical questioning and challenging of
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the Church and established political order, which in turn was a contor-
tion of its ancient positive meaning of ‘spiritual renewal’.?

As universities evolved from institutions designed to study and teach
religious texts to ones that started to do research—with academics conse-
quently beginning to generate not just communicate knowledge—
‘innovation’ evolved from heresy to a sign of originality and value. Now,
as historian Benoit Godin explains, ‘Innovation has become a panacea to
all social and economic problems’. Perhaps reflecting the enduring psy-
chic appeal of its original meaning of spiritual renewal, an unwavering
faith in innovation has become a symbol of Western modernity. Against
this universalism of innovation, Godin calls for a more critical stance.
Not only does he enjoin us to go look ‘critically at our theories and poli-
cies’ to consider ‘Is innovation the solution?’, but to also ask: “What prob-
lems does society face and what is the spectrum of solutions available or
imaginable?*

Strengthening the need to think critically about innovation is the way
that it is now commonly taken to refer to a #hing rather than a process. In
particular, the meaning of innovation has converged with the idea of
technology, such that most innovations are presumed to be technological.
Since the 1930s, technology has similarly become more and more nar-
rowly defined as the products of rechne rather than the more expansive
original Greek meaning of the study of zechne (skilled craft or mechanical
arts).” This conceptual reduction of innovation and technology to physi-
cal things has divorced them from their particular contexts and facilitated
their commodification and evaluation in narrow economic terms.

In the absence of equal attention to studying processes, skills and craft,
or offering critique or seeking spiritual renewal, this reduction, abstrac-
tion and commodification of technologies has shaped the material and
social impacts that they have had in the world. In broad brush terms,
these impacts are manifest in the crisis of the Anthropocene—a period
notably narrated (rather breathlessly) as largely a history of sequential
technological ages, with a particular focus on James Watts' steam engine
as the catalyst of the industrial revolution, and the atomic bomb as the
marker of the Great Acceleration.®

Despite the highly mixed impacts that this kind of innovation has
generated, the general response to the problems of the emergent
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Anthropocene has been to call for more innovation—which is to say,
more of the same. Contemporary issues are inevitably positioned as a
matter of too little innovation, particularly technological solutions. This
‘innovation bias’ pushes in a one-dimensional mode for more and more
innovation (and thus impact), advancing an empty productivity agenda
without any consideration of qualitative factors, context, or specific goals.
Innovation bias characterises what we call a weak innovation culture
because while the focus on innovation is strong, the approach to innova-
tion and impact is not itself innovative. Rather, it is trapped within first-
order reflexivity, simply perpetuating the narrative ‘that innovation in the
mechanic arts is a—perhaps the—driving force of human history” rather
than asking why? and to what end?

As the unfolding of potential, development needs to be reclaimed and
remade in more qualitatively discerning—specifically sustainable, resil-
ient and regenerative—ways. So too do innovation and impact, given
their causal relationship to development. In recognition of this, there is a
growing array of efforts to try to guide innovation more firmly and effec-
tively. These critical stances on innovation and technology reflect a dawn-
ing realisation of the transformative power of our accumulating collective
efforts, though not towards the techno-utopian ends vaguely envisaged
since the industrial revolution.

The urgency and complexity of sustainable development means uni-
versities need to be more energetic and careful in generating change. In
this chapter we begin looking in more detail at the question of how uni-
versities might work in a way resonant with the progressive ambitions of
the SDGs. The aim is not to provide examples of how universities can
engage with the SDG agenda specifically, but to explore how universities
and those within them can create the enabling conditions needed to orient
towards the SDGs. In particular, we discuss the idea of ethical innovation
as a strategic route to SDG engagement. First, we explore the idea of
innovation and point to the need to reclaim the concept along with that
of development, calling out contemporary versions of each as implicitly
capitalist and introducing the sort of regenerative innovation and devel-
opment that the world, including universities, badly needs.
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The Power, Myths and Ethics of Technology

In 7he Ethics of Invention: Technology and the human future, Sheila Jasanoft
documents how innovation today is deeply challenged by questions of
risk and inequality. The growing magnitude, prominence and awareness
of risks and existing negative impacts, including those that have exacer-
bated social inequalities, are stimulating something of an ethical turn,
perpetuating the emergence of what Ulrich Beck called ‘Risk Society’ and
the reflexive modernisation that helped birth the idea of sustainable devel-
opment (discussed below).? Yet, hampering efforts to address innovation’s
ethical challenges to date are what Jasanoff presents as three flawed beliefs
which collectively give the impression ‘that technologies are fundamen-
tally unmanageable, and therefore beyond ethical analysis and political
supervision’.’

The first of these myths is technological determinism: the idea that
technology drives human progress or ‘immanent development’ in an
inexorable fashion, beyond human control, much like a force of nature.
All that human society can do, in this story, is adapt to technology as one
among many exogenous forces such as ‘natural disasters’. However, just as
natural disasters are not natural but emerge out of the intersection of
intimate relations between environmental phenomenon and society, nor
are technologies (or the devastating socio-technical disasters they can
unleash) a natural force. While this seems completely obvious in the
sense that technologies are taken as a quintessential sign of human’s dis-
tinctiveness from nature, technologies are consistently naturalised as part
of our environment in an experiential and statistical sense, allowing them
to fade into the background thanks to their ubiquity.

The larger and more pervasive the technology is—for instance, becom-
ing a form of infrastructure as electricity, computing and internet tech-
nology has—the more complete this normalisation and naturalisation is,
creating the sense that we humans are outside of it and have no control
over it. Yet, the environmental and social consequences of treating tech-
nology in this way are increasingly unavoidable as the planet lurches into
the Anthropocene on the back of the seemingly out-of-control but actu-
ally deliberately driven Great Acceleration. Among these consequences
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are alterations to the ‘natural environment’ of such a magnitude that now
even natural disasters associated with phenomena such as fires or storms
represent the intersection of already denaturalised, destabilised environ-
ments and society. In turn, technology’s imprint on the planet is now
generating challenges of such a scale that the sort of innovation we need
has to go to the heart of development.

The second myth Jasanoff proposes as a barrier to effective governance
of technology is a faith in ‘technocracy’—elite specialists charged with
dispassionately assessing and managing the risks posed by technologies.
The rise of technocracy is another chapter in the rise of universities. In
nineteenth-century Europe, Henri de Saint Simon advocated for a ‘scien-
tific approach to the management of society and a correspondingly
authoritative position for trained experts’, helping stimulate the develop-
ment of the social sciences, notably economics. In twentieth-century US,
there were calls to accompany technology-led progress with ‘experts as
advisorsatevery level of government’. By the start of the Great Acceleration
this ‘new dynamic’ was so embedded that such advisors had effectively
become a ‘fifth branch’ of government, alongside the traditional legisla-
tive, executive, judicial and regulatory branches. As Jasanoff notes,
‘Scientists, nurtured by abundant public funding during the war and
often relishing their role in affairs of state, lobbied hard to insert more
and better science into public decisions’.!

Today, there is arguably more need than ever to insert robust evidence
into public and private sector decision making. As discussed further
below, the modern ideal of evidence-based policy is one of the drivers of
the contemporary ‘impact agenda’ in universities. The issue, though, is
that what counts as evidence, who counts as an expert, how evidence is
imagined to relate to decision making, and what happens when it proves
fallible, are all poorly addressed within a technocratic frame. Not only are
traditional risk assessments being challenged by the destabilisation of the
climate and planet more broadly—making some outcomes indetermi-
nate (i.e. not resolvable by further research)—but such quantitative
assessments are being challenged by growing awareness of the value
judgements involved, leading to often fierce social contestation and dec-
larations that science is now ‘post-normal’."!
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One result is the need to manage what Andy Stirling calls multiple
‘states of incertitude’.'? Only one such state is risk proper—that is, a situ-
ation in which both possible outcomes and the probabilities of their
occurrence are known, leaving calculation the only necessary task. Other
states of incertitude—uncertainty (weak knowledge of probabilities),
ambiguity (weak knowledge of possible outcomes) and ignorance (weak
knowledge of both)—require far more participatory, precautionary and
reflexive governance (as discussed below) than the technocratic approach
has traditionally provided.'

We come then to the third myth that Jasanoff argues is hampering
good governance of technological risks, which is the myth of unintended
consequences. As discussed below, this narrative of accidental, unknown
and even unknowable outcomes arising from technology in aggregate is
often used in representations of the Anthropocene to cast the continued
and continuing fundamental degradation of the planet as unintended.
For as Jasanoff puts it, ‘the more dramatic’ a technological failure, ‘the less
likely we are to accept that it was imagined, let alone intended’ by those
who designed it. Clearly aggregating up to the global scale sharply under-
mines the capacity to identify intent, responsibility or design, but such a
scale also demands more than ever that we do not hide behind claims of
unforeseeable outcomes. The conundrum we have to face is that growing
complexity simultaneously increases the need for rapid improvements in
human systems, the risk such efforts have undesirable impacts and the
difficulty of identifying any specific responsibility.

Difficult as it is, this is the conundrum that the Anthropocene and
SDG agenda requires us to tackle. Regardless of the practicalities, they
challenge the convenient excuses that it is pointless to try and that ‘it is
neither possible nor needful to think ahead about the kinds of things that
eventually go wrong’. In doing so, they challenge the presumption in the
university sector that it is acceptable for key processes of informing,
imagining and designing technologies and technological systems to
remain scattered among fragmented actors and hidden from public
view,'* often behind university gates and their ‘commercial in confidence’
agreements with corporations. Instead, the Anthropocene and SDG
agenda point to the profound need to face the need for change, identify
actual and potential consequences and appreciate our limited control
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over them—underlining the need for radical innovations in approach.
Unintended consequences are clearly a reality—but that is why we need
to take them more seriously, not less.

Technological determinism, technocracy and strategic misuse of the
unintended consequence defence are now widely challenged. Indeed, cri-
tiques of dominant assumptions about technology and risk helped stimu-
late the ‘reflexive turn’ in development—from which sustainable
development and an associated ‘risk society’ emerged in the 1980s. More
than being reflective, reflexivity questions assumptions and underlying
structures and goals, including those around ‘development’. Indeed, it is
because of greater awareness of the costs, risks and dysfunctional charac-
ter of some existing ways of doing things that the development ideal was
rebooted along more careful, sustainable lines.

University research and education have an ambiguous position here.
On the one hand, some have contributed to such reflexivity and helped
document the many impacts that conventional development processes
have had and continue to have. On the other hand, many university
actors have bolstered the resilience of conventional economic develop-
ment, in keeping with the push to make universities more like businesses.
At the same time, ambivalence about expertise and the technocracy is one
reason academics have been partially displaced by other stakeholders and
voices in the ongoing transition from ‘normal’ (academic) science to
‘post-normal’ (contested, plural) science mentioned above, which aims to
counterbalance narrow academic views with those of context-specific
publics whose idea of risk and goals often differs starkly from the
technocracy.

Whether the emergence of sustainable development in the 1980s and
‘sustainable development 2.0” in the form of the SDG agenda in 2010s
represents sufficient reflexivity is a matter of debate. Many argue that
approaches to sustainable development are stuck in the mode of what
Donald Schon would call ‘first loop learning—Ilearning how to do what
we already do better.”” Like the innovation bias, or the ‘master’s tools’
references mentioned in Chap. 1, this is about trying to fix fundamental
systemic problems with the very mentalities, tools and practices that cre-
ated them—retaining modernisation but making it superficially ‘eco’.
What is instead needed in the face of accumulating costs is more
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disruptive, ‘second order’ reflexive modernisation—Schén’s ‘double loop
learning—to generate a new model of sustainable development better
suited to the systemic crises we face. From this perspective, existing
norms, practices, worldviews and relationships are within the scope of
what is problematised. The aim is to not only address unwanted out-
comes in the world but to think deeply about how and why they have
come about, including an over reliance to date on first-order reflexive
modernisation.

The question, then, is whether the SDG agenda can help us do this.
There is a real danger that it is too conservative. There is also a real danger
that universities perpetuate this conservatism, whether out of disregard
for the SDGs and the state of the world it flags, or due to engaging with
itin a limited way, satisfied with merely helping solve well-paying research
partners’ stated problems. The issue here is not just one of insufficient
reflexivity or understanding. Historians Christope Bonneuil and Jean-
Baptiste Fressoz assert that experts in business and academia have long
known that ‘we’ are pushing the Earth towards dangerous limits.'® They
document centuries of critical perspectives and marginalised voices that
have tried to warn leaders and the public about the environmental costs
of colonial exploitation and industrial production. In such a context,
they suggest, the argument that the Anthropocene condition is unin-
tended and only recently realised is disingenuous. Warning messages have
been systematically diminished and ignored. Moreover, they continue to
be so thanks to knowledge hierarchies of the sort that rank economic
modelling above ecological field work, and universal theories above com-
munity experiences, not to mention corporate influences that encourage
quietude or demand compliance in universities, government and
the media.

Thus, the contemporary challenge is not merely to progress to second
loop learning, it is to face the dark side of knowledge politics in academia
and broader society, which will otherwise only continue to silence cri-
tique. As eco-feminist Val Plumwood has powerfully argued, our present-
day ecological irrationality is rooted in interests and illusion as much as
ignorance." Nevertheless, in keeping with the university-centric bias
towards technocratic risk management, most approaches to the ethics of
innovation remain focused on questions of rationality and responsibility.
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In a sense, this is itself rational. As Brad Allenby and Daniel Sarewitz
argue, most people understand and engage with technology and innova-
tions in a ‘Level I" way; that is, at ‘the level of reality of the immediate
effectiveness of the technology itself as it is used by those trying to accom-
plish something’.'®

In Level I, technologies are not understood as part of wider systems or
longer trajectories but in terms of a highly bounded set of pragmatic
questions: will they work? Who will use them? Who will own them? How
do they compare to competitors? At this level, the focus is on cause-and-
effect questions of the sort relatively easily answered by the right collec-
tion of experts and analyses. Ethical considerations at this ‘shop-floor
level’ consist of normal professional concerns including adhering to
domain-specific research ethics and other professional standards and
codes of conduct. Although these considerations are not to be dis-
missed—and increasing concerns around breaches in research integrity
are pushing institutions to reflect on the wider environment and pres-
sures they are part of (including the pernicious effects of the productivity
agenda in academia)'®—overall the focus is simply on doing a good job,
not questioning the job.

Things get more complex when we recognise that technologies inhabit
‘another level of reality’ (in fact, two). According to Allenby and Sarewitz,
the Level II reality of technology is where it becomes apparent that tech-
nologies are part of ‘networked and social phenomenon’. This is about
reflecting on how technologies fit into broader systems, supply chains
and social relations, and can feed back on those systems, helping reshape
and often constrain them. As Langdon Winner asserts in Autonomous
Technologies, and as indicated above, technologies not only help us adapt
to our environment, they become our environment. As such, they stimu-
late processes of ‘reverse adaptation—the adjustment of human ends to
match the character of [technological] means’.?” Awareness of this wider
context and its frequent dysfunctionality raises questions about the sys-
tems we are contributing to, including the risk of potentially strengthen-
ing positive feedback loops between, for example, a car-centric transport
sector, urban planning and fossil fuel industry, or between commodifica-
tion, consumption and climate change.
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Ethics here consequently needs to broaden greatly, though often it fails
to do so, which means that discussion remains stuck at the ‘Level I func-
tionality of the technologies themselves’, performing a ‘sleight of hand’
that can ‘distract us from what [is] going on at a higher level’.?' What
Level IT ethics demands is honest engagement with the ‘social ethics’ that
the context of a technology brings to light, including the social changes
inadvertently but still visibly generated by certain ‘clusters’ of interven-
tion such as those driving, for instance, a move towards financialisation
or new resource frontiers. Rather than asking whether something works,
the focus in Level II is on how something intersects with the rest of soci-
ety and what it therefore means for different groups, including those with
little voice to shape intended impacts or call attention to unwanted ones.

The stakes are apparent when we consider the ‘Fourth Industrial
Revolution’” (4IR): the emerging wave of industrial development charac-
terised by automation and artificial intelligence. Many commentators
assume that, being a form of development—indeed, an apparent revolu-
tion, one which seems to offer to further emancipate (some) humans
from drudgery—the 4IR will foster sustainable development and facili-
tate the achievement of the SDGs, especially if it helps align the SDGs
with the private sector’s profit motive. For example, an Accenture
Consulting report argues that “The Fourth Industrial Revolution presents
a unique opportunity to inspire innovation in advanced manufacturing
while increasing companies’ competitiveness and contributing to the ful-
filment of the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development’.?? They
present the main social threat of 4IR as uneven social access to its bene-
fits. Not only does this ignore the fact that capitalism is fuelled by such
unevenness, it ignores the fact that 4IR is not all positive, or even benign.

The highly mixed outcomes for employment and livelihoods, resource
use, social surveillance and warfare, to name a few domains, are already
becoming clear. A blog on the ‘UNDP in Asia and the Pacific’ warns that
‘Progress on at least nine Sustainable Development Goals could be
directly affected by the Fourth Industrial Revolution, and millions in
Asia’s emerging middle class could slide back into poverty’.** The blog is
a commentary on the United Nations Development Programme 2018
report Development 4.0: Opportunities and Challenges for Accelerating
Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals in Asia and the Pacific.
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While highlighting threats, it also reproduces a narrative of technological
determinism, calling on countries to adapt to what is cast as an exoge-
nous change:

The Asia-Pacific region is in the throes of a digital transformation, acceler-
ated by technological change, including intelligent robots, autonomous
drones, sensors, and 3-D printing. Countries must adapt or be left behind
if they are to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.?*

In contrast to this narrative of technological determinism, it is increas-
ingly inescapable that ‘technology is neither self-propelling nor value-free’
and that there is a need to question the current arrangements in which ‘the
power to set the rules of the games for governing technology rests with
capital and industry’.” Even the mainstream World Economic Forum
calls on boards of directors to ‘ensure that their firms are creating long-term
economic value and not just short-term financial returns’ and, more sig-
nificantly, strive to ensure that the 4IR creates ‘more equitable economies’
via ‘much more human-centred’ economic, labour and education policy.?®
They even suggest that society may need to rethink what constitutes eco-
nomic value.” This shift towards meta-ethics underlines the potential for
the 4IR-SDG relation to help stimulate discussion about the big questions
underpinning both: questions about what is meant by development and
who it is for. If universities do not engage with these broader challenges,
caught instead in an anxious race to fill Level I reality with more innova-
tions, they will badly underestimate how the world is changing.

A more fundamental challenge again stems from what Allenby and
Sarewitz call the ‘Level III reality’ of technology. More than technologies-
in-use, or technologies in large infrastructural and social systems, this is
about technologies in the Earth System. It is about their emergent collec-
tive effects on and through the rest of the planet, and the resultant, almost
chaotic dynamism between its interacting parts. The ethical stance needed
here, Allenby and Sarewitz assert, is a ‘macro-ethics’: a process orientation
that strives to adhere to basic principles such as the Precautionary
Principle (discussed below). It means accepting that unpredictable out-
comes require ‘muddling through’ and questioning even ethical precepts
and worldviews. The core ethic required here, the authors assert, is a



4 Ethical Innovation 119

simple commitment to continuously engaging with the challenges—to
‘staying with the trouble’ as Donna Haraway might put it, and which we
discussed in the previous Chap. 3.

Allenby and Sarewitz especially emphasise the need to continuously
engage with the institutions and systems we have collectively established
to manage these risks on our behalf:

Because macro-ethics requires ongoing dialog with systems that are chang-
ing unpredictably, and in many dimensions (technological, social, natural,
ethical, and economic, among others), individuals should support constant
institutional engagement with such systems.?®

Sheila Jasanoft similarly emphasises that technologies shape not just
our physical or economic worlds but our worldviews and imaginaries,
our social expectations, norms, practices, laws, hopes, fears, institutions
and intentions. And she similarly concludes that to manage ‘our grand
bargain with technology’ what is needed above all else is ‘deeper ethical
and political engagement’.”” This institutional engagement very much
includes universities, both in terms of individuals engaging with them,
and through them to other wider institutions. For universities to not
engage is to give up the chance to speak to neglected risks, highlight mar-
ginalised voices and make visible unspoken assumptions.

In direct and indirect ways, the SDG agenda and the challenges it
draws attention to is a key feature of our shifting environment. Yet it can
be easily ignored if we bunker down in Level 1 reality, as some university
staf—among many others—are well-practiced at doing. But to do so
would be deeply self-defeating. So too would dismissing it because it is
imperfect. The question is not whether it is perfect enough to be worthy
of our engagement, but how we can make it better through creative
implementation. As Professor of Global Economic Governance Ngaire
Woods warns, ‘without bold innovation, the new development agenda
will be far from sustainable’.*

We now introduce two frameworks for thinking further about the sort
of innovation universities need to help foster for ‘the rest of the world’
and in their own institutions and sector. The first of these frameworks is
an extant one in Europe that points to positive moves to more genuinely
engage with ethics, and the second one is an original one—an innovation
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if you like—that we have designed to push the conversation further in
keeping with the unfolding Anthropocene.

Responsible Research and Innovation

Among the innovations needed to achieve the SDG agenda are innova-
tions in our policies and the governance of innovation itself. This is pre-
cisely what the co-emergence of the Responsible Research and Innovation
(RRI) framework in the European Union represents.’ First discussed in
2011 and now incorporated into European research policy alongside an
explicit focus on contributing to the SDGs, RRI is a particular formalisa-
tion of older but partial initiatives to assess the legal, social and ethical
implications of technologies such as genomics.’* As Richard Owen and
colleagues have discussed, it is the most comprehensive and ambitious
effort to date to shift the focus from ‘from science in society, to science for
society, with society’. Science for society focuses attention on the purpose
of innovation and tries to target it at the ‘right impacts’.%

The SDG agenda is a useful, albeit incomplete, guide to these ‘right
innovation impacts’, noting that such impacts often consist of the nega-
tion or management of the wrong (sometimes unintended) human
impacts on the world, for instance climate change. The ethos of the SDG
agenda—notably its focus on reducing inequalities and good gover-
nance—makes it relevant to RRI’s focus on science with society. This
is about:

the need for research and innovation to be responsive to society in terms of
setting its direction, and in modulating its trajectory in the face of the
uncertain ways in which innovation invariably unfolds as part of its natu-
ralisation in the world.**

Explicit about the undemocratic character and failures of past innova-
tion policy and the need to guide innovation to come, RRI frames ‘inno-
vation as a future-oriented, uncertain, complex and collective endeavour’.
It challenges ‘scientists, innovators, business partners, research funders
and policy-makers to reflect on their own roles and responsibilities’ and
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acknowledge that past and present ‘irresponsibility in innovation is a
manifestation of the ecosystem of innovation and requires a collective,
institutionalised response, if this is indeed possible’.?> By calling out irre-
sponsibility, RRI is a potentially radical and subversive vehicle for address-
ing some of the most entrenched structural problems of the Anthropocene,
including the spatial distribution of environmental goods and harms
along wealth lines of the sort that underpin the continued justification
for further socioeconomic development. That is, it pushes researchers and
others to engage with Level I and Level I1I realities.

To try to foster the sort of collective response possible, a somewhat
watered-down version of RRI is now embedded in the European
Commission’s flagship Horizon 2020 research strategy and is the subject
of many outreach efforts designed to embed it into universities and other
settings. Its overall framework envisages the ‘research community’ and
‘education community’ (e.g. universities) working with policy-makers,
businesses and industry and civil society organisations to collaboratively
govern innovations using mechanisms at various scales (e.g. from indi-
vidual researchers’ practices, to open data access arrangements), guided
by four principles:

* Diverse and inclusive voices in decision-making
* Open and transparent decision-making

* Anticipatory and reflective assessments

* Responsive and adaptive measures.

Despite not directly addressing previous irresponsibilities in innova-
tion and their still-unfolding effects, this institutionalisation of RRI is a
valuable step forward when it comes to harnessing innovation and uni-
versities to the SDG agenda. In particular the focus on science for society
and generating the ‘right impacts’ aligns strongly with the use of the
SDGs as a research agenda. At the same time, the significance of RRI lies
in the way in which it applies SDG-like principles to the process of
research and innovation. That is, it illustrates the sort of outcome that
can emerge if the SDG focus on good governance, social and environ-
mental risks and needs, gender equality and education are directed
‘inward’ at the innovation production process and universities themselves.
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RRI is thus emblematic of the sort of implications the SDG agenda
could have for universities and the broader research world. John Goddard
argues that an RRI approach encourages a civic university model because
both try to make visible the real people and places affected by interven-
tions.* Despite much talk of RRI, recent analysis of its application across
12 nations indicates its uptake has been patchy, partly because of tensions
between the research productivity and excellence agendas and a dawning
realisation of what it actually takes to make ‘room for adherence to RRI’.%’

While there is a shared interest in positive real-world impacts between
RRI and SDG work, the two are not equivalent. As a universal tool, RRI
theoretically applies to any research topic. This agnosticism means almost
anything (e.g. innovation in coal combustion, chemical warfare and ciga-
rettes) could be endorsed by it, if scoped in a certain way. It does not call
research goals and areas into question, only the way in which work on a
given topic is conducted.

Although RRI is being used to drive and guide SDG-oriented innova-
tion—for example, generating new business models and business-
academia partnerships®®—this alignment is not intrinsic to it. The model
of responsibility promotes some issues highlighted by the SDGs, notably
gender equality and partnerships, but leaves out principles that are essen-
tial to addressing the fundamental challenges of the SDGs in the
Anthropocene. These challenges not only push innovation further
towards the SDGs but also expose the need for radical innovation within

the SDGs and approaches to them.

RADAR: Beyond RRI to Ethical Innovation

Building on and deepening RRI, an ethical innovation approach for the
Anthropocene encompasses a far wider scope of innovation issues and
more expansive understanding of technology. Encapsulated by the acro-
nym RADAR, our ethical innovation framework emphasises that rather
than ethics being a single, separate element of innovation processes (as in
RRI), ethics and the associated politics infuse the whole arrangement and
context of innovation including their shaping of the world, development
and us. In doing so, we follow Kirsten Jenkins and colleagues in trying to
bring RRI into conversation with other broader discussions about the
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ethical dimensions of technologies and development, notably the need
for justice.”” We argue that not only distributive and procedural justice,
but cultural recognition justice, which questions the dominant hierarchies
that structure knowledges and society (that is whose knowledge counts)
needs to be part of an ethical innovation model fit for the present.

Our resultant framework underlines not only the vital need for
Responsibility of the sort discussed under RRI, but more reflexive respon-
sibility, as well asa commitment to Attentiveness, Disruption, Authenticity
and Regeneration (see Table 4.1). In this way, our Ethical Innovation
framework helps free discussion of innovation from the technocratic
mode that RRI is still arguably stuck in to ask the bigger questions that
impending planetary collapse demands. While it overlaps with technol-
ogy assessment processes, it applies to any stage and site of innovation.
The focus is on universities and what the SDG agenda and its gaps
demand of us, including the need to acknowledge and redress the agen-
da’s weak inclusion of Indigenous people and their perspectives.

The five-part framework is meant as a list of provocations rather than
a prescriptive guide. As critical geographer Tariq Jazeel notes in his book
Postcolonialism, ‘there can be no easy or proscriptive step-by-step manual
for responsible ... knowledge production because each situation is par-
ticular’.** Thus, only what Jazeel calls ‘strategic tactics’ can be offered.

Responsible Innovation

As RRI indicates, responsibility is the classic starting point for discussions
of ethics, and it remains a core pillar in our framework. Professional eth-
ics, including formal research ethics processes, play an important role in
universities in averting harms and cultivating a moral ethos. Yet, ‘organi-
zational routines both produce and diffuse concerns about the risks and
benefits of scientific research and products’.*! Formal ethics codes and
procedures can distract from the broader ethical relations that activities
and people are part of.*? By regularising processes and requiring compli-
ance, such procedures can shut down rather than open up consideration,
conversation and learning about issues at the heart of universities.
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Table 4.1 The RADAR framework of ethical innovation

Characteristic

Description

Responsible

Attentive

Disruptive

Authentic

¢ Uphold professional ethics and standards and engage with
them in a way that fosters understanding of the need and
purpose of them and the counter-veiling pressures they face

e Ensure innovation processes are inclusive and foster
procedural justice

e Adopt a precautionary and complexity-aware stance on an
innovation’s potential effects in the world

¢ Ensure that benefits are shared between all involved and that
relationships are accountable and reciprocal

¢ Be reflexive about assumptions and the limitations of our
theories

¢ Track effects and impacts carefully and adjust course as needed

e Foster cross-disciplinary exchange, epistemological humility
and a learning orientation

e Address knowledge politics including a bias towards
quantitative knowledge

¢ Avoid options that close down possible positive futures

e Carefully question the value of what is proposed and consider
assumptions and alternatives

e Prioritise innovations that are most likely to generate crucial
positive change, noting this might not be the most spectacular
option but may be, for example, ones where the greatest
learning takes place

¢ Look for opportunities to defamiliarise the taken-for-granted
and rethink common sense

e Appreciate that some things need protection from innovation
and other disruptive processes, requiring instead careful
nurturing

e Address the need to disrupt and dis-embed some existing
innovations

¢ Ensure innovation is driven by a genuine desire for positive
change and a well-informed understanding of a situation

¢ Be alert to innovation bias and the distorting effects of
institutional struggles and pressures, including the research
excellence and productivity agendas

* Be alert to the ambiguities, ethical complexities and
opportunities of working with others, including partners and
participants with different expectations, priorities and
interpretations of problems

¢ ‘Abide by’ the places, communities and things that you work
with and create over the long term and avoid extractive
relationships

e Respect incommensurable differences and avoid
misrepresenting or co-opting others’ knowledge

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

Characteristic Description

Regenerative e Be committed to not only avoiding harms but generating
positives, to not only investigating the world but using every
encounter and stage to foster good

e Use the innovation process to bear witness for marginalised or
silenced groups and beings to try to heal and prevent cultural
misrecognition

® Be committed to repairing past harms and injustices including
the cultural misrecognitions that structure colonial knowledge
hierarchies

¢ Be aware of the potential and need to generate positive
outcomes at all stages and levels of a process and commit to
giving back to participants in an appropriate and sustained
way

¢ Engage with peers and the Academy in a way that sustains
and grows the most precious elements and avoids enhancing
those that are degenerative

Besides Level 1 ethics, responsible innovation has to incorporate Level
IT realities. This is about thinking through not only intended effects but
possible negative ones. Although formal risk management is standard
practice in most projects, often the focus is on risks to the institution. But
the real-world orientation that the SDG agenda encourages means focus-
ing more intently on those we engage with through academic work or
who may, in a future and indirect way, be affected by it. This begins by
attending to who we welcome into our work within our institution and
work environment, and considering what role we invite them to play,
what support we give them to play it and who is left out.

If, for example, SDG-oriented efforts in universities are conducted in
a way that is blind to the agenda’s intent around promoting decent work
(SDG 9) and reducing inequalities (SDG 8), the result is not just hypoc-
risy and irony, but a perpetuation of unjust and unsustainable develop-
ment, thus undermining the initiative’s contribution to the global goals.
The same is true of work that generates other harms through its often
invisibilised processes, including unnecessary and unjustified resource
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consumption, greenhouse gases, plastic waste, biodiversity degradation
and so on. Academic work is a situated, material practice that cannot
escape the shared world highlighted by the SDGs or dodge the implica-
tions of the agenda’s exposure of unsustainable production and consump-
tion practices.

In addition to any side-effects generated by an innovation process,
responsibility means mapping out the possible impacts the given effort
eventually has when ‘released’ into the world. Although reading universi-
ties’ Impact Case Studies gives the impression that research does not gen-
erate negative effects, it is foolish to think that only positive impacts are
generated. Decades of work in international development underlines the
serious risks that poorly considered or consulted interventions generate.
Regardless of what context we are working in, there is a need to take on
board the hard-won lessons from these development practitioners and
academics as to what 7ot to do.

Top of the list are reductionism and imperialism. Both fail to appreci-
ate an empirical context in its real, complex particularity and instead
impose a dangerously narrow and arrogant lens that ignores or misrepre-
sents crucial elements, including local actors and their deep knowledges.
While not all university work is based on an empirical context in the way
international development research and innovation is, all of it has an
eventual empirical element by virtue of being part of the world. Thus, as
author of Another Science is Possible, Isabelle Stengers, puts it: ‘No deci-
sion is ever innocent’.*?

The SDG agenda is also not innocent. For one thing, it marginalises
Indigenous people’s voices, as many have pointed out. When engaging
with the SDG agenda we thus have a responsibility to do so in a way that
strives to acknowledge, respect, understand and witness Indigenous peo-
ples and their sovereignty. In the case of research, this means engaging
with Indigenous research ethics. While all Indigenous peoples have their
own unique perspective, scholar of research ethics Helen Kara suggests
that four principles are often present:

e relational accountability (understanding research as a web of relations,
including with ‘nonhuman’ others, and that the relationships—even if
initiated for the purposes of research—exceed and take priority over
the formal research);
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* communality of knowledge (recognising that everyone has valuable
knowledge to share and that research knowledge, being inherently
relational, belongs to everyone and everything);

e reciprocity (understanding the relationships involved in all elements of
research, including with the broader environment, as ones of mutual
obligation);

* benefit sharing (the principle that any benefits from research should be
widely and equitably shared with participants and communities).

Attending to Indigenous research principles resonates with key ele-
ments of justice in the Western canon: the distribution of benefits and
harms; inclusion and fairness in the procedures and decision making; and
cultural recognition of and esteem for all groups involved.* It also closely
aligns with an Egalitarian worldview. In other words, despite their funda-
mental differences, there are strong synergies between Indigenous and
Western ethical perspectives and a real opportunity for the latter to learn
from the former, which would in and of itself constitute a significant,
positive outcome.

How the effects of an intervention affect different people, places and
periods remains a profoundly difficult question. Our responsibility to be
as vividly aware of potential consequences as possible can be intensely
anxiety-inducing when combined with the deep uncertainties that
increasingly cloud the future in the midst of Level II and Level III com-
plexities and a heightened sense of relationality and responsibility. Andy
Stirling proposes that in the face of risks, uncertainties, ambiguities and
ignorance, the best we can do is adopt the principle of precaution, which
means assigning the benefit of any doubt towards the desired goal, or
goals in the case of the SDGs. That is, ‘what is better for the SDGs?’
becomes the rule on which decisions are made.

Of course, answering even this question is immensely difficult, and
Stirling underlines that overall being precautionary is about approaching
all such situations as a social learning challenge, one in which the inputs
to the decision (e.g. knowledges and voices, considerations) are deliber-
ately kept as wide as possible and so too are the possible outputs or
options under consideration. That is, what an intervention could and
should do is approached as a fundamentally open question more than a
quest to lock onto a ‘right’ answer.
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Attentive Innovation

We come then to the overlapping idea of Attentive Innovation, by which
we mean innovation processes that are reflexive about assumptions and
attend to emerging feedback/s adapting course as necessary. Allenby and
Sarewitz argue that the Level III realities of innovation today—that is,
the context of a dynamic, increasingly unpredictable Earth System—
mean that we should eschew the idea of clear ‘solutions’ (which is a Level
I notion) and instead use scenarios and other anticipatory and plural
techniques to explore possible outcomes, then ‘lower the amplitude and
increase the frequency of decision making’ to muddle through adap-
tively.> While this approach can seem ‘inefficient’, they argue it is more
effective and thus more efficient in the end.

The need to be attentive demands innovation processes informed by
perspectives from different academic disciplines and real-world experi-
ence. Combining disciplinary perspectives like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle
provides a more comprehensive knowledge of the sort needed to design,
anticipate and monitor innovation outcomes. Beyond such multi-
disciplinarity, integrating disciplinary perspectives more fully into new
interdisciplinary knowledge can provide deeper understanding, includ-
ing crucial self-awareness among participants of the particularities and
limitations of their own discipline’s perspective.

This requires attention to the learning process, and an appreciation of
interdisciplinary endeavour ‘not as a grand project, routinely advocated
for but rarely delivered, but as a series of negotiations and recursive inter-
actions between disciplinary perspectives’, as geographers Judith Petts
and colleagues conclude from their study of UK researchers working on
urban sustainability.*® Petts and her colleagues argue that this requires not
only the space and time for sharing ideas and knowledge, as well as
mutual trust and respect among those involved, but also agreement that
‘the problem’ under investigation can be framed in different ways.

The idea that people ‘frame’ the world at all and do so differently is the
central pillar of what is called an interpretivist epistemology, where epis-
temology refers to what is true and interpretivism refers to multiple inter-
pretations of the world.”” A consciously ‘interpretivist stance’ can greatly
facilitate interdisciplinary collaboration and thus attentive innovation. It
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encourages us not only to reflect on who is included in a project team but
to include that a social scientist or someone else who regularly works with
an interpretivist epistemology is involved so that they can facilitate the
group’s knowledge sharing, translation and integration process.*® Those
working from more of a positivist perspective are often unfamiliar with
the sort of discussion-based learning and inquiry processes involved in
interdisciplinary collaboration and can be resistant to the ‘epistemologi-
cal humility’ that it can require.” Associated with qualitative research,
interpretivism can also valuably bring into a project others’ perspectives,
such as the concerns of potential ‘end users” or local communities, which
are crucial to enacting Responsible Innovation.

Being attentive also pushes for deeper awareness of the knowledge
politics that interpretivism exposes and is entangled in. As the idea of
cultural recognition justice (mentioned above) underlines, not all knowl-
edges are interpreted as equally valid. The knowledge hierarchy of Western
modernism has a pernicious effect. In particular, Indigenous knowledges
are consistently dismissed as mythical or of lesser importance than con-
ventional academic knowledge. Within academia, the irony is that quali-
tative research of the sort that highlights different interpretations and the
politics of their relations is regularly devalued as less true or useful than
more quantitative research.’

Quantitative research is advantaged by knowledge practices that foster
success on all three of the major meta-agendas at work: supporting uni-
versal knowledge claims of the sort celebrated in the research excellence
agenda, allowing a single epistemological starting point that enables team
science and high levels of research productivity, and encouraging the
application of knowledge to technological innovations that are readily
recognised as impactful. In this way, a positive feedback loop between
quantitative research and success in academia’s meritocracy has been
established, illustrating what systems thinker Donella Meadows calls the
flow of ‘success to the successful —where a certain group’s success allows
them to structure the ‘rules of the game’ to foster their future success.”

Interdisciplinary work is increasingly valued as a means of fostering
new knowledge at the interface of disciplines, and better fitting academic
research to the messy contours of real-world problems. This has increased
the attention afforded to HASS disciplines including qualitative research.
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However, the form of cross-disciplinary collaboration sought is often of a
‘subordination-service’ mode rather than more equitable ‘integrative-
synthesis’ mode, to use Andrew Barry’s and colleagues’ terms.’* In such a
mode, qualitative researchers are included not to coproduce new knowl-
edge and innovations as much as to manage stakeholders, translate the
results for funders and other audiences, and facilitate team dynamics.

This misrecognition and misuse of qualitative research is part of what
needs to be attended to in ethical innovation. Acknowledging the sub-
stantive value of interpretivist research helps address this unjust knowl-
edge hierarchy. Moreover, valuing and adopting an interpretivist stance
can help others become more humble and self-aware about their own
epistemology, helping trigger learning and open up innovation processes
to multiple different perspectives in the world. Attending to other knowl-
edges in this way facilitates an improved understanding and adaptation of
the actual outcomes of an innovation process. It is partly because com-
munities’ experiences of and concerns about innovation-led development
processes, as well as warnings and evidence from marginalised ‘impact
sciences’ such as ecology have been ignored by those caught in and blind
to knowledge hierarchies that the world is now in such an unsustainable
state. Making innovation more attentive to these historical injustices and
biases is crucial to making it more sustainable in the future.

Attentive innovation also needs to be rooted in keen awareness of the
limitations of our theories and assumptions, regardless of discipline or
epistemology. More than conceptual, this is about asking how our intel-
lectual building blocks—including those that exceed our disciplinary
specialisation—allow us to attend to and engage with the world around
us. For example, do we have ‘a theory of society conceived with practical
intention’? as Habermas called for, echoing Marx.>® Or are our theoretical
lenses lacking in intention, giving new meaning to the idea of unintended
consequences? To generate intellectual concepts fit for the world around
us, we need to ‘learn to be affected” by that world as Bruno Latour has
argued. Do we, for instance, approach our work with ‘a posture of open-
ness, of welcoming, of invitation, towards earth others? Or, stuck at our
desks within our carpet worlds, do we adopt ‘a stance of pre-judged supe-
riority, of deafness, of closure?” and thus reinforce the subject-object
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dualism between humans and the nonhuman world that has structured
Western thought?**

Critical human geographers J.K. Gibson-Graham and Gerda Roelvink
argue that ‘Performing this dualism has arguably led us into planetary
crisis, and “un-performing” it may turn out to be a key practice in an eth-
ics for the Anthropocene’.” This idea that an ethics for the Anthropocene
requires that we ‘learn to be affected’ and adopt a non-dualistic, relational
outlook further reminds us that we need to learn from Indigenous peo-
ple’s knowledges and relational ethics.

Like some of the alternative approaches to development discussed in
Chap. 2 and the alternative forms of university and education discussed
in Chap. 3 (e.g. the Education and Social and Solidarity Economy
Network), ].K. Gibson-Graham’s scholarship pushes us to rethink econo-
mies and open our eyes ‘to projects and possibilities of non-capitalist
development here and now’. It helps attune us to ‘what is already being
done’, providing a starting point for the more common question of ‘what
is to be done?’.>® Attentive innovation is about this sort of opening up of
the ‘option space’—the range of ideas and potential pathways available—
as Stirling above, and Allenby and Sarewitz advocate. Having alterna-
tives, including alternative conceptual lenses, is key to avoiding the sort
of ‘lock in’ that characterises the Great Acceleration period of the 1950s
that turbo-charged the Anthropocene. As the uncertain conditions that
the latter is now contributing to intensify, the search for multiplicity,
niches and positive alternatives, initiatives inspired by the SDGs are help-
ing provide possibilities, including within universities.

The continual potential for perverse outcomes means that layered
across efforts to proliferate options needs to be a critical evaluative frame
of the sort that careful qualitative research can help develop. For not all
options are good ones or acceptable to all. Some options are what designer
Tony Fry calls ‘defuturing’: closing down possible positive futures, often
in pursuit of short-term gains.”” Rather than adopting such options, we
need instead to deliberately turn away from them so that other futures
may flourish. Opening up options is not a mindless relativistic exercise,
but one that requires us to identify which pathways seem to hold open
the most positive future options. It is about carefully shaping the option
space, not just growing it larger. We return then to the need for a
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qualitatively distinguished form of development, one that takes develop-
ment’s central idea of ‘unfolding potential’ and adds critical evaluation of
that potential—as the SDG agenda seeks to do.

The Anthropocene has already demonstrated the dangers of an uncriti-
cal approach and the fact that some potential, once unfolded, cannot be
‘refolded’. Taking the lessons of the Anthropocene to heart and adopting
the precautionary stance discussed above means attending to not only
what needs to be cultivated but also what needs to be ruled out, pre-
vented and dismantled.

Disruptive Innovation

The urgency and stakes of the Anthropocene mean that innovation
choices are more significant than ever. In making such choices, the evalu-
ative criteria in use need to include the importance of being disruptive.
By adopting the term disruption, we are trying to highlight first, that an
innovation needs ‘to work’. Given the time pressures on the world, we
need to at least aim for interventions that are effective, including cost-
effective, where costs are considered not only in a pragmatic Level I frame
(see above), but in terms of long term social and environmental out-
comes, in keeping with the Level II and III contexts of technologies.
Many innovations being pursued today are ineffective because they are
not costed to take into account the greenhouse gas emissions and envi-
ronmental damage generated throughout their life cycle, or do not factor
in climate change impacts and so are vulnerable to its increasingly obvi-
ous physical and flow-on effects. In other words, they are a waste of time
and money because they are ill-fitted to the world they are meant to
improve and worsen that fit by eroding the stability of the planet. Others
are a waste of time because they will never be widely or properly adopted
thanks to failing to take into account the social context and others’ per-
spectives (of the sort that qualitative social science could have helped
illuminate). Anthropocene history is full of innovations that have failed
to be adopted widely or permanently or as intended, or that have gener-
ated immense, expensive, unjust social and environmental harms because
of the insensitive and imperial way they have been ‘rolled out'.
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The problems generated by the sometimes violent dissemination of
‘successful’ innovations raises the question of what counts as successful,
effective and disruptive. Important here is not only the time scale and
breadth of evaluation, but the criteria of evaluation. In other words, what
is the goal? Moving the goal posts is one of the most effective routes to
disruptive innovation. In the terminology of systems thinking, changing
goals is a powerful ‘leverage point’ for intervening in—and disrupting—a
system. Systems thinker Donella Meadows’ famous Leverage Points
framework explores the effectiveness of different tactics for changing sys-
tems. She rates the changing of system goals as more effective than
numerous other approaches, including altering system parameters such as
indicators, or disrupting positive feedback loops so success does not only
flow to the already successful. Changing goals is also more effective than
increasing negative feedback loops by adding in ‘checks and balances’ (for
example thresholds of harm that technologies should not exceed).

As David Abson and colleagues explain in their application of Meadow’s
ideas, changing goals is effective because it prompts changes to the design
of a system, which combined with initiatives that change the intent of a
system (discussed below), are the most effective approaches to generating
real change (Fig. 4.1). Itis important to note here that by ‘goals’, Meadows
is referring to whole-of-system goals. Rather than referring, for instance,
to a project goal such as maximising the profitability of Innovation X, the
focus is on larger underlying goals such as economic growth or the whole
idea of human development. System goals are about ‘the point of the
game’, which (in keeping with the meeaning-in-action idea discussed in
Chap. 1) Meadows notes are ‘not so much deducible from what anyone
says as from what the system does’.>®

The SDGs can be thought of as a potentially disruptive innovation in
that they are an attempt to change the goals of development. Whether
they are effective as such an intervention is an open question. Arguably
the state of the global system indicates that, despite what the SDGs say,
the dominant goals are still driving towards unsustainable development.
Nevertheless, the SDGs are important from a systems perspective in
exposing the existing goals and opening them up for debate. They also
arguably contribute to a range of ‘lower level’ leverage points: increasing
awareness of the power of human systems to self-organise (i.e. the fact
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Deeper leverage points have great
potential, but are under-researched
Many current interventions have ‘shallow’
leverage for systemic change

Desi Intent
Red fe‘mgn \ Changing mind-sets
edefining goals,  ang paradigms
Processes information flows and paradig

Material Changing feedbacks  self-organizatio

n
Altering rewards & @
material flows @ Q @

) 12

Causality

Teleology
Explanation of system change

Fig. 4.1 Leverage points for systems change. (From Fischer, J., Riechers, M. (2019)
A leverage points perspective on sustainability. People and Nature 1, p. 115-120)

that we could actually do things differently), changing the ‘rules of the
game’ (e.g. via the TIMES Higher Education Impact Index ranking of
universities) and, in turn, altering informational flows and decisions.

Furthermore, the SDGs are arguably prompting awareness of, and dis-
cussion about, the most powerful considerations or system leverage
points: the paradigms and worldviews that shape how the world is under-
stood, and the need to challenge and diversify them. While the SDG
agenda does not in itself disrupt dominant worldviews and introduce
alternatives, by beginning to call into question system goals such as non-
sustainable capitalist development and its bias towards any and all profit-
able innovation, it offers a pathway towards doing so.

Authentic Innovation

The fourth characteristic of ethical innovation we propose is authenticity.
This takes the idea of intent and considers it from the perspective of vir-
tue ethics. Virtue ethics are ethical frameworks that encourage ways of
acting that express virtues such as honesty and wisdom and discourage
ways of acting that express vices such as greed or malice. Advocated by
Aristotle, virtue ethics draws attention to the internal drivers of our
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actions. Arguably the SDGs are more strongly shaped by a utilitarian
ethical framework focused on outcomes and a deontological framework
focused on rules than by virtue ethics. While a focus on actual outcomes
and rules-in-use is vital, so too is a virtue ethics approach highly relevant
to thinking through the SDG agenda. This is for three reasons.

First of all, the complexity of the world means that we cannot rely on
our capacity to detect and adapt to emerging outcomes, as a utilitarian
ethic presumes. Even combined with useful deontological rules such as
the precautionary principle leaves too much at stake. We need a virtue
ethic to further increase the odds of desirbale outcomes. Second, a virtue
ethics approach emphasises the importance of not just intent but its rela-
tionship with habits and actions. Rather than feeling despondent about
how imperfect we are—that is, how far we are from being what Aristotle
called an ‘excellent person'—he encouraged us to act as if we are as virtu-
ous as we wish we are. This ‘fake it till you make it approach is supported
by social norm theory that suggests that changing statistical norms
through top-down measures such as laws can drive changes in injunctive
(social) norms—people’s beliefs about things ‘ought to be’. Although the
SDGs are not enforced rules, if they communicate a shift in what is
socially acceptable and encourage changes in practice, those people alter-
ing their practices may come to agree with the new way of doing things,
even if they did not start out with a genuine commitment to the goals.
Indeed, engaging with the SDG agenda offers a potential pathway to
more authentically engaging with not only the agenda itself, but the
question of ethics and their relevance to development and universities.

Second, the blurry line that exists between thought and action, and
individuals and their social context, highlights the relational quality of
virtues and the value of cultivating positive enabling conditions for them
to be expressed. The role of this environmental influence reminds us that
how we coproduce the SDG agenda in practice depends not only on ‘the
agenda’ but the complex context we are also part of. In turn, this high-
lights the potential importance of institutions such as universities. It is
significant that contemporary universities may 7ot as yet offer a positive
enabling environment for virtue ethics and their expression through the
SDGs. Arguably universities are sites in which there is considerable risk
that people engage with the SDGs superficially, without any genuine
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understanding of or commitment to them, which is why we emphasise
the question of authenticity. Simply following the letter of the law or
‘chasing the indicator’ rather than acting in accordance with the spirit or
intent of the SDGs can lead to perverse outcomes.

Unfortunately, numerous characteristics of contemporary universi-
ties—including excessive competitiveness, a commitment to growth and
a preoccupation with brand and reputation—encourage such an
approach. Encouragingly, though, this underlines again our point that
limitations with ‘the SDGs’ are generated as much by how people engage
with them as the agenda itself. Arguably the overall intent of the SDGs is
genuine, positive, social-environmental transformation, even if the pre-
cise goals, targets, indicators and examples of implementation to date do
not live up to the expectations. We certainly believe that it is possible to
read the SDG agenda generously and that its actual effects in the world
depend on how it is co-produced in practice. These effects include the
opportunity to expose and help redress serious pre-existing issues within
universities such as competitiveness and cynicism.

Regenerative Innovation

We come then to our final criterion of ethical innovation which speaks to
our attempt to engage with the SDG agenda generously but critically,
calling out the agenda’s weaknesses while trying to compensate for them
through creative, innovative, regenerative engagement. These weaknesses
include a relative absence of regenerative approaches within the SDG
agenda, though some of the work they are stimulating on the ground
demonstrates their regenerative potential. By regenerative we mean invig-
orating, nurturing, healing. As captured in the term regenerative agricul—
ture—an increasingly popular form of farming directed at restoring the
soil and cultivating thriving social-ecological systems—regeneration is
now recognised asan importantethicin the Anthropocene. Acknowledging
the harm the Anthropocene has already generated, regenerative approaches
build on and move beyond harm-minimisation approaches such as risk
management to try to heal pastharms and generate new positive outcomes.

Regenerative innovation involves continuous ‘reparative practices of
knowing’,” ones that understand the inseparability of knowing and
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doing, individuals and context, research and impact. Feminist scholar-
ship has long emphasised the many ways in which research is ‘generative’,
including but not limited to any specified activities designed to dissemi-
nate or implement certain end products in the world. Research generates
effects from the moment it is conceived. Beginning with ‘bringing its
subjects into being’, research—and all knowledge generation processes
including teaching and learning—help bring the world into being.®’

By inventing or legitimating some realities and not others, and being
shaped in turn by those, knowledge production helps co-produce the
world. With the world now in an increasingly de-generate state, there is
an overdue need to critically evaluate this power and responsibility. In
particular there is a need to examine how knowledge generation within
universities has helped generate and is continuing to generate the current
world, from micro to macro scales, and thereby explore how it could re-
generate more habitable and humane ones.

The ways in which universities have reinforced unhelpful approaches
and often failed to support positive alternatives is illustrated by the case
of economics, which is both a discipline within universities but also a
discourse that universities operate within and reinforce through their
own practices. More than just discursive, classical economics is an evalu-
ative lens that strongly shapes our physical and social world, generating
some socio-technical arrangements and not others, helping manage some
negative impacts and not others. As Gerda Roelvink puts it ‘the power of
economics lies precisely in its ability to produce material effects’.®!

Universities do not just continue to generate and teach classical eco-
nomics knowledge, they foreground it in their own decision-making,
including real estate and investment decisions. In doing so, they implic-
itly background not only non-economic considerations such as staff and
student morale or campus biodiversity, but—with some notable excep-
tions and alternative models (see Chap. 3)—they help marginalise alter-
native economic paradigms such as degrowth and the other
counter-hegemonic ideas of ecological economics.

Given this, it is of little wonder that something as debated, negotiated
and necessarily compromised as the UN SDG agenda contains a reference
to the central goal of classical economics—that is, economic growth. But
rather than reject the agenda for this reference as some critics do, we argue
that we need to see the consistencies between it and the university system
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that many critics are housed within, acknowledge the need for change across
the board, and seize the opportunity the SDG agenda provides to progress
such change. By being explicit about economic growth—notably through
SDG 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth—the SDG agenda helps reveal
what is usually privileged but implicit. As such, it helps stimulate much-
needed dialogue about alternatives and provides a platform for what this
would mean for other goals as diverse as dealing with ocean pollution,
maternal health or disaster resilience. Turning to alternative economic para-
digms and goals and exploring how they can be integrated with the many
other positives that the SDG agenda represents becomes a central task.

There is an important opportunity here for another far-reaching regen-
erative ‘innovation—to turn to Indigenous groups and learn from and
support their worldviews and approaches, including their alternative
understanding of economics. Not only would this help to heal some of
the profound damage and injustices that capitalist economic develop-
ment has wrought upon them, but it would help all of us find productive
alternatives to such development.

For example, numerous commentators have noted the regenerative
potential of turning from economic growth to the Indigenous philoso-
phy of Buen vivir which translates roughly into ‘living well’. Standing in
contrast to what is cast as malvivir (a bad way of living) and maldesarrollo
(bad development), Buen vivir is a pluralistic and multifaceted approach
that emphasises material sufficiency, radical democracy and genuine
equality. It celebrates Indigenous sovereignty and culture and the physical
and ethical inseparability of humans and the nonhuman world. The latter
is understood as Pachamama, or Mother Nature,* pointing to potential
synergies with certain Western philosophies and paradigms such as Aldo
Leopold’s land ethic, James Lovelock’s Gaia theory or the symbiogenesis
(cooperative evolution) that Donna Haraway has influentially explored.

Buen wvivirs relational ethic has far-reaching implications for how
development is understood and universities approach education.®® While
some argue that it is inherently opposed to the very notion of socioeco-
nomic development, others see it as complementary, as a way of altering
what systems theorists such as Donella Meadows would call the very
intent of the system. Although in some ways alien to the SDG agenda, a
number of authors have noted the resonance between Buen vivir and the



4 Ethical Innovation 139

SDGs.% There is potential to use these synergies to open up spaces in the
SDG agenda for Buen vivir thinking and practices, cultivating niches
within the agenda for more regenerative approaches. In doing so, the
SDG agenda’s existing pluralism would be greatly expanded, helping sur-
face and weave together worldviews in creative ways, and thus reaching
what Meadows suggests is #5e most powerful leverage point in a system.

The ethical innovation needed in implementing the SDGs has to begin
with acknowledging its contradictions, gaps and possibilities because
these limitations are manifestations of the plural process and worldviews
that gave birth to it. Engaging with it is to engage with a wide and crucial
conversation about the world we are all co-producing, knowingly and
admittedly or not. For universities willing to genuinely engage and not
just play with it, the SDG agenda presents a valuable tool and opportu-
nity, one that requires that they face the weaknesses it exposes in their
existing ideas and approaches and help overcome biases towards Level 1
reality and first-order learning. In the following chapter we explore these
ideas further within the context of the role of the SDGs in re-thinking
research innovation, impact and engagement.
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5

Re-thinking Research Engagement

The Research-SDGs Relationship

One of the ways in which universities are imagined as enablers to SDGs
progress is via their research efforts. Such efforts, however, are also one of
the key reasons that universities need themselves to be targets for SDG
action. In this chapter we explore the topic of research in order to debunk
some of the limited ways in which research is positioned within conven-
tional discussions about the SDGs and underline how the SDG agenda is
a heterogeneous mix of imaginaries and intentions, whose actual mani-
festation in the world depends in large part on how groups such as
researchers engage with it.

In contrast to the prevailing idea that the SDGs are a potential research
topic that researchers are free to contribute to (or ignore) if they wish—or
the more specific idea that the SDGs are merely a tick-a-box list of themes
that can be mapped superficially to existing research efforts—and in con-
trast to the argument that claims that the SDGs as a top-down imposi-
tion on academic freedom, we offer a critical and holistic perspective on
the research-SDG relationship. It is one attuned to the historical role of
research in generating the unsustainable state we are currently in; the fact
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that research is a physical and social activity that generates impacts con-
tinuously (not just at the end when researchers are ‘ready’); and the very
real ways in which research is profoundly reliant on the success of the
SDG:s for its long-term future.

The research-SDGs relationship includes their shared underlying belief
in development, broadly defined. As a normalised social activity, research
is development-like not only because it is, for better or worse, directly or
indirectly, a product and driver of social and economic development, but
because at base it is a faith-filled intervention to help unfold imagined
potential. Thinking about sustainable development exposes the way that,
despite this resonance, research has failed to keep up with the stinging
critiques of development’s social effects and processes, and the emergence
of sustainable development to address environmental issues and the exis-
tential threat they present.

Although research is development-like, but because it has positioned
itself as a purported distant observer and often disguised itself as a mere
processor of others” values and wishes, it has not been subject to the sort
of fierce reflexivity and renovations that social and economic develop-
ment have. As a development process, research now urgently needs to
become more /ike sustainable development if it is to contribute usefully
to sustainable development. Regardless of topic area, discipline or institu-
tion, research needs to become more aware of complexity, uncertainty
and the deeply political and ethical nature of all research endeavours
(including those endeavours that are conspicuous in their absence).

Combined with the practical challenges that the SDGs pose to research,
such as calling out its inequalities, resource consumption and greenhouse
gas emissions, this means that intellectually, ethically and practically the
SDGs are a wake-up call for university research as much as the latter is an
instrument for achieving the SDGs. Indeed, as Flurina Schneider and
colleagues argue, ‘transforming society towards sustainable development
requires higher education institutions to transform science and research
itself more broadly’.!
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Centrifugal Forces

University research and scholarship has classically been imagined as men-
tal work, not just in the sense that it takes a lot of thought, but in the
sense that is seen as qualitatively and spatially distinct from the world and
its bodies as we discussed in Chap. 3 on the role of the University.
Encapsulated in the distinction that French philosopher and mathemati-
cian Rene Descartes famously articulated between the Mind and the
Body, universities—and scientific research and humanities scholarship in
particular—have become symbols of the human Mind. Given that pos-
session of a Mind is taken as the basis of our species’ purported superior-
ity in the world, academia’s association with it has predominantly been a
sign of status. It is an association academia has e worked hard to pro-
tect, including ongoing efforts to maintain apparent independence from
government, economic interests and the ‘sullying’ effects of politics.

It also includes ongoing efforts by researchers to maintain apparent
independence from their bodies, emotions and context, as feminist, post-
colonial and Indigenous scholars have long critiqued. Enabling and con-
tributing to this imagined ‘hyper-separation’ of researchers from their
context, as Val Plumwood might describe it,* have been two develop-
ments within academic research: one towards abstraction and one towards
specialisation. Both continue to pull researchers out of messy empirical
research contexts, the first towards representations, theories and claims of
universal knowledge, the second towards narrow, disciplinary debates
about an ever-thinner slice of reality.® Together these centrifugal forces
have turned researchers inwards towards academia and its tangle of net-
works, languages and spaces, including self-serving and self-served evalu-
ations of research quality and ever louder claims to universality.

The symbolic divide between academic research and the world has
encouraged a basic physical one. Regardless of whether our research out-
puts place us at the top of the academic knowledge hierarchy in which
contributions to universal theories rule, many of us inhabit the same sort
of ‘carpet worlds’ as the contemporary and colonial office-based bureau-
crats as anthropologist Tess Lea describes in her analysis of policy makers



148 W. Steele and L. Rickards

governing the lives and landscapes of Indigenous Australians. Like policy
makers, many academics spend:

the majority of the their waking hours inside spaces with controlled tem-
peratures and recycled air, facing monitors nested on laminated desks or
held in hands, kitchens with dictatorial rules about the treatment of dirty
dishes and fridge waste, and emergency stairwells that repel any but vermin
and microbial life from their bare concrete and stale aromas.*

Despite this, all of us are nevertheless ‘relationally enmeshed with
other substances and circulations, microbial, local and global’,” including
the ones energising and emanating from the computers on our desks, and
the capital flows energising our institutions.

We are also enmeshed with competing socio-technical imaginaries and
shifting social expectations and demands. Just like viruses and electricity,
our relationship with these ‘exogenous forces’ cannot be externalised for-
ever. As Raewyn Connell argues, a Good University is sustainable, where
sustainable means not only an absence of negative environmental effects
but the more general ‘capacity to flourish as an organization over the long
run’. As she notes:

A university is not a pop-up shop: its work needs time to unfold. That
needs a steady source of income. ... It needs resilience in the face of disrup-
tion, change and political pressure.®

Arguably the most significant outside pressure upon universities—the
one that has already disrupted its income flows significantly, adding
immediate pressure—is the very need to pay more attention to the ‘out-
side world’. Governments, businesses and communities, we are told, are
sick of academics being hunched over their desks, hidden behind univer-
sity fences, talking among ourselves. It is time to go outside. Or more
accurately, it is time to acknowledge that we, like everyone else, are never
not in and of the world. This includes universities as we described in

Chap. 3.
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Centripetal Forces: The Great Acceleration

One of the most pressing reasons to attend to ‘worldly matters’ is the
question of funding. Obtaining funding for research without giving up
the autonomy to determine the direction and content of research has
been a long-standing conundrum for academia. In the US, prior to the
World Wars university research was predominantly funded by philan-
thropies, corporations and wealthy individuals. Although agricultural
research was supported through government-funded Land Grant
Universities, most research remained staunchly independent of govern-
ment support. Underlying this policy was the spectre of the ‘monster’ of
Lysenkoism: a fear of government intervention in research. As the name
suggests, this fear was stimulated by the Soviet regime’s control and per-
version of science in the 1930s and 1940s, including its execution of
geneticists whose views on agriculture conflicted with the regime’s
favoured Lamarckian agricultural science theories.”

While the US had a proudly different system to the Soviet Union, one
that it felt showcased the fruits of capitalism, during the war university
science proved exceedingly useful for national interests. The war also
interrupted and undermined the supply of new research findings from
Europe and its colonial networks. As the war ended, a new era of more
nationally oriented university research emerged in the US. The same
occurred in Europe where universities were also struggling to re-establish
and reposition themselves. In the UK, the Committee of Vice-Chancellors
wrote to the UK government in 1946, declaring that:

In the view of the Vice-Chancellors ... the universities may properly be
expected not only individually to make proper use of the resources entrusted
to them, but collectively to devise and execute policies calculated to serve
the national interest. And in that task, both individually and collectively,
they will be glad to have a greater measure of guidance from the Government
than, undl quite recent days, they have been accustomed to receive.?

They were successful in convincing the government to largely take over
the cost of expanding the universities, and while the universities generally

dodged paying their offering price of providing ‘more direct support for
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the national interest’, the idea of tying university research to national
development was born.” In the US, the federal government was per-
suaded to similarly expand funding for university research by Vannevar
Bush, author of Science—The Endless Frontier. He argued for academic-
led ‘basic’ research on instrumental grounds, asserting that university
research was part of the division of labour and flow of knowledge needed
to lead the broad project of post-war reconstruction and social and eco-
nomic development.

Basic research is performed without thought of practical ends. ... The sci-
entist doing basic research may not be at all interested in the practical
applications of his work, yet the further progress of industrial development
would eventually stagnate if basic scientific research were long neglected. ...
We can no longer count on ravaged Europe as a source of fundamental
knowledge. ... In the future we must pay increased attention to discovering
this knowledge for ourselves particularly since the scientific applications of
the future will be more than ever dependent upon such basic knowledge. ...
New impetus must be given to research in our country. Such impetus can
come promptly only from the Government. ... [W]e cannot expect indus-
try adequately to fill the gap.'

Underlining that ‘the social sciences, humanities, and other studies so
essential to national well-being’ had to part of the expansion of national
research capacity, Bush stressed that independence and patience was needed:

Support of basic research in the public and private colleges, universities, and
research institutes must leave the internal control of policy, personnel, and
the method and scope of the research to the institutions themselves. This is
of the utmost importance. ... Basic research is a long-term process—it
ceases to be basic if immediate results are expected on short-term support.'!

In the decades that followed, US research capacity expanded rapidly.
While about half of this was in military research to ‘prepare for the next
war (and by 2012 the US was spending approximately four times the
amount of all other countries in the OECD combined on Defence
research and development (R&D)'?), ‘nondefence R&D’ also increased

dramatically.” Although the majority of this went to outer space research
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(NASA) or medical research,' much of it was to drive socioeconomic
development.

US and European post-war activities helped drive what Anthropocene
scientists now call the ‘Great Acceleration—as discussed in Chaps.
2 and 4 this is the post-1945 period in which material production and
consumption, and attendant planetary degradation and destabilisation,
have skyrocketed exponentially."” An ‘eccentric historical moment’, ‘the
most anomalous and unrepresentative period in the 200,000-year-long
history of relations between our species and the biosphere’,'® the Great
Acceleration can be considered the third stage of the Anthropocene, after
the profound alteration of the planet kick started by colonialism and the
industrial revolution. Though third, the post-war period is favoured as
the official start date of the Anthropocene due to it being when ‘the most
rapid and pervasive shift in the human-environment relationship
began'—a ‘dramatic change in the magnitude and rate of the human
imprint’ on the planet' that surprised scientists when they mapped
changes from 1750 onwards.'®

As many have pointed out, and the whole question of development
addresses, global aggregates hide enormous inequities. The Anthropos of
the Anthropocene is far from humanity as a whole, and in fact countless
humans have not only 7ot caused the Anthropocene but have been killed
in the violent and exploitative colonial and industrial processes that have
driven it, while many more are now dying indirectly because of it."
When disaggregated, the Great Acceleration graphs depict the develop-

ment perversities involved:

In 2010 the OECD countries accounted for 74% of global GDP but only
18% of the global population. Insofar as the imprint on the Earth System
scales with consumption, most of the human imprint on the Earth System
is coming from the OECD world.?®

Further disaggregation would demonstrate great inequities within
nations as well.?! All scales—global, national, subnational—illustrate the
immense problem that the SDG agenda is trying to address.

Within the US and other OECD countries, the Great Acceleration has
been driven by a huge ramping up of industry and research capacity,
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repurposing the immense leap in capacity generated for the war-time
effort. Unsurprisingly, as in the war, much of this went hand in hand as
academia’s inherent centrifugal forces have been countered by the strong
magnetic force of funding priorities. Despite the turn to government-
funded research in the US and other countries such as Australia, the
Great Acceleration period is one in which university research has been
increasingly harnessed to industry in direct and indirect ways within
many countries. While most national governments have avoided inti-
mate control of university research, university research has become a gov-
ernment policy issue and tool and used to funnel research towards select
development ends, giving research a centrifugal quality and scattering its
impact far afield.

Not long after government funding of university research was intro-
duced, so too was the idea of ‘oriented’ or ‘use inspired’ research and
national research priorities.”” Although some research has been oriented
towards global and public good issues (as discussed further below), in
many contexts this reorientation fostered an institutional logic of what S4
and Sabzalieva call ‘scientific nationalismy’. Focused on using research to
help generate innovation (i.e. practical outcomes, not just research), the
rationale for scientific nationalism is largely economic development.? It
is an economic mindset that has in turn led to a valuation of research in
economic terms, with universities under pressure to demonstrate they
offer a good return on investment (ROI).*

Whether by pushing universities towards industry partners and ‘inno-
vation systems and/or simply directing a greater or lesser degree of its
own funding towards industry and economy-oriented impacts, govern-
ment policies have generally fostered the idea that the value of research
ought to be measured in terms of traceable, tangible contributions to
national economies more than to international public goods, with the
exception of high-profile, blue-sky scientific discoveries.”

Although nationalistic research priorities are often justified on the
basis of allaying taxpayers’ fears about government spending on univer-
sity research, social research indicates that public trust in university
research is declining. But rather than declining because of a perception
university research is too ‘divorced from the real world’ (as governments
assume), public trust is generally withering because of dis-ease about
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sciences’ ambiguous relations with big business. For example, in nutri-
tion science—a vital area of research for addressing SDG 2 on hunger
and malnutrition and SDG 3 on good health and wellbeing, among
many others, but predominantly focused on industrial world food and
beverage consumption—there is growing concern that the field is not
perceived by the public as trustworthy and credible.?®

Discernible here is not Lysenkoism but its equally feared monster twin,
‘sponsorism’: the corrosive effects of corporate influence on university
research. It is a fear that is not ill-founded. Even where academic research
has largely avoided direct corporate sponsorship out of concern about the
perceived conflict of interest, the effects of corporate interest are arguably
detectable, thanks in part to their champions in government.

One of the ironies for science is that its fierce commitment to being
‘free’ of politics and instead seizing the tenets of positivism means that it
is poorly equipped to recognise, reflect on and react to the way some
research agendas have been prioritised over others during the Great
Acceleration. The very topic of ethics is dismissed as political and irrele-
vant, a matter of philosophy, personal preference and worldly debate, not
scientific inquiry save for the need to deal with the occasional episode of
professional misconduct. Hence the need for what we have termed ‘ethi-
cal innovation” with its emphasis on responsibility, attentive, disruptive,
authentic and regenerative (see further detail in Chap. 4).

In agricultural science, for instance—an applied field that still has to
work strenuously to prove itself as a hard, disembodied scientific disci-
pline with a legitimate place within the university system—its evolution
into a science (strongly focused on genetics, not Lamarckianism) has
gone hand in hand with the standardisation, professionalisation and
industrialisation of agriculture. As a practice, this took place first in
wealthy nations and then in the dozens of other nations to which the
European and then American agricultural model has been exported via
colonialism and international development.?” This striking homogenisa-
tion of agricultural knowledges and practices, as well as animal bodies,
plants and landscapes, is largely unremarked upon within the discipline,
however, because such political influences and processes are externalised
as irrelevant.
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Ethicist Paul Thompson suggests that while such questions regularly
animate informal discussions within the field, they are systematically
excluded from actual scientific discourse, cast as something more suited
to the staff kitchen than a paper’s conclusion:

Where are the books and articles in which the scientists of the 1950s and
1960s articulated the rationale for developing chemical pesticides, herbi-
cides, and fertilizers? Where are the course syllabi in which instructors in
the agricultural sciences discussed alternative approaches for understand-
ing agriculture’s impact on the broader environment? ... The failure to
record the considerations and deliberations that led scientists to undertake
the studies that led to the rise of chemical and molecular technologies in
the plant sciences, and to a mechanical revolution in animal husbandry, has
left the current generation vulnerable to the charge that such developments
were undertaken in secret by profic- and power-secking individuals with
lictle regard for farmers, farm animals, the environment, or the broader
public. Even under assault from authors such as Rachel Carson or Wendell
Berry, the agricultural disciplines of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s displayed
too little willingness to articulate the reasons for, values behind, and logic
of their science.?

Rachel Carson was among those who first called out the systematic
influence of corporate agribusiness on agricultural science. Denigrated by
industry and government officials after the publication of Silent Spring as
a ‘hysterical woman’ (emotional body), she used every speaking engage-
ment she had to ask the hard questions: “When a scientific organization
speaks, whose voice do we hear, that of science or of the sustaining indus-
try?’? Thompson takes up these questions, asking:

Does the current generation of scientists see no reason to articulate the
rationale for doing what they do, to engage in self-reflection, or for defend-
ing what they do against mounting criticism?*°

In general, the answer is mere silence. The neoliberalisation that has
favoured industrial agriculture has also heightened the atmosphere of
individualistic competition within academia, leaving little time, energy
or inclination to worry about, little less debate, ‘what it all means’. In the
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never—ending race to secure grants, big picture anxieties are seen as unre-
alistic if not unscientific. And in all academic areas, not just agricultural
science or science in general, the drive to abstraction and specialisation
mentioned above blinds us to the context we are part of, or at least the
role of our research within it. We are too busy to look outside the win-
dow long.

Conscience and Excellence

Somewhat militating against this myopia is another research-society
model that equally emerged within the Great Acceleration and features to
a greater or lesser degree within different nations today, though in the
shadow of an increasingly towering scientific nationalism. Referred to by
Creso S4 and Emma Sabzalieva as ‘scientific globalism’, this logic or
imaginary presents science as ‘a global endeavour with norms deriving
from the scientific community, cutting across political, ethnic and cul-
tural borders ... not a means to an end but a quest for discovery, oriented
towards universalist ideas such as the betterment of human society’.”!
Increasingly multidisciplinary, this is the science of global challenges,
international consortia and World Class Universities. Whether oriented
towards advancing human understanding, or bettering human society
more directly, scientific globalism is part of the framework in which the
SDG agenda has emerged and is similarly entwined with the rise of sus-
tainable development, though as we discuss it also poses barriers to effec-
tive SDG engagement.

While strongly oriented to basic research and blue-sky discoveries, sci-
entific globalism also celebrates research’s capacity to help address ‘global
challenges’ such as climate change, pandemics and cybersecurity.
Combined with the humanistic ideal of knowledge for and defining of
humanity, scientific globalism is associated with public good research.
Compared to the more directly economistic focus of scientific national-
ism, scientific globalism helped encourage the rise of ecology and other
environmental sciences in the post-war period. Fairfield Osborn’s Our
Plundered Planet and Willian Vogt's Road to Survival, both published in
1948, helped draw attention to the Earth as a planet in peril. Like the
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Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth report thirty years later, Osborn pre-
dicted that unchecked consumption and human population would lead
to disaster, while Vogt calling instead for an ‘ecological approach’.’?

By the 1970s, ecology was, like the emerging field of climate change
science, a key ‘impact science’ calling into question the un-reflexive char-
acter of the ‘production sciences’ (e.g. geology, chemical engineering) and
their aggressive application in the name of economic development.** Paul
Sears suggested that ecology became in fact a ‘subversive science’, chal-
lenging assumptions and practices of modern societies being, therefore,
of universal relevance.*

Encouraging the impact sciences’ claims to universal relevance has
been an expansion in their focal scale from plants in local fields to the
planet as a whole. The gradual scientific discovery and elaboration of
human-induced global climate change has been enabled by a ‘vast
machine’ of transnational scientific collaborations and infrastructure.’
Helping establish this machine was the same step change in computing
power that drove other aspects of the Great Acceleration including the
Manhattan Project—the world’s largest ever scientific project at the
time.*® It is the Manhattan Project that triggered the US government’s
U-turn on investment in science, paving the way for state-funded univer-
sity research and the subsequent industrial development.

The project also triggered a cascade of atomic bombs, including an
estimated 2000 detonated around the world in the name of research, all
of which left behind waves of death and destruction. Also left behind
were trails of radioactive materials whose ongoing circulations through
the planet’s water, ice, air, land and living subsystems converted the Earth
into a giant laboratory’” and informed the science that now realises that
the Earth operates as a single system, albeit one we are rendering dysfunc-
tional. It is no coincidence that not only is the post-war ‘Nuclear Age’
and longer Great Acceleration considered to be the main Anthropocene
period to date, but the sharp line of radioactivity injected into the Earth’s
strata with the detonation of the Manhattan Project’s first bomb at
5.29 am on July 16, 1945, is the favoured candidate for the epoch’s geo-
logical marker.”®

Though he had no idea what significance its bombs would have in
subsequent science, politics or planetary history, Robert Oppenheimer,
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leader of the Manhattan Project, did have a belated sense of the human
horror his work helped unleash, as indicated in Arendt’s characterisation
of him in Chap. 3. He named the first bomb the Trinity Bomb after the
Holy Trinity in recognition of his God-like position and recited to him-
self after the detonation, ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of
worlds’. In science around the world, the project and war triggered a
‘crisis of conscience’™ ‘as the social consequences of scientific discovery
and collaboration became readily apparent’.*

Among the impacts was a renewed effort to distance science from soci-
ety and even designate science as independent of society by definition.
During this period, Robert Merton influentially argued that science
should be distinguished by a commitment to four cultural values: univer-
salism (separating scientific claims from those who make them, such that
their personal characteristics are irrelevant); communalism (scientific
knowledge as communal to humankind, and not something that should
be privatised); disinterested (not distracted by others’ interests or opin-
ions, including funders); and scepticism (always open to questioning
‘truths’ within their disciplines).*!

Merton’s scientific ideals continue to help define academic research
today, especially as scientific nationalism intensifies and with it the need
to defend science’s independence. The ideals are especially apparent in
the contemporary notion of ‘research excellence’, which is arguably the
most influential imaginary shaping academia today. As Erika Kraemer-
Mbula and colleagues explain:

Perceptions of what constitutes ‘good science’ shape the progress of knowl-
edge creation and knowledge-based innovation. Globally, ‘good science’
affects decisions about what is funded, and what is not. It dictates who is
rewarded and encouraged to pursue research. It promotes certain disciplin-
ary traditions, but likewise discounts and discourages others. However, in
the ever-competitive world of science and research, ‘good’ may not be good
enough anymore. ‘Excellent’ science and associated prestige is increasingly
seen as more valuable—something one should strive for. Not surprisingly,
‘excellence’” has become a buzzword, more popular than the underlying
core notion of ‘quality’. Those who are seen to be producing ‘scientific
excellence” are elevated to the highest paid jobs in the most prestigious
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institutions, granted greater degrees of academic leeway and expression,
lauded as ‘thought leaders’ by peers, and turned to for policy and practice
insights in the non-scientific realm. What gets called excellent, steers and
influences the behaviour of individual researchers and teams, research
organisations and research funders, and affects society at large.*?

The ideal of research excellence is coupled with that of academic
autonomy via the assertion that it is only unencumbered academics who
can ascertain if research is excellent. The relationship is laid out in Michael
Polanyi’s influential 1962 7he Republic of Science. While acknowledging
that ‘Emergencies may arise in which all scientists willingly apply their
gifts to tasks of public interest’, he argued that ‘[a]ny attempt at guiding
scientific research towards a purpose other than its own is an attempt to
deflect if from the advancement of science’.*’ For Polanyi:

The Republic of Science is a Society of Explorers. Such a society strives
towards an unknown future, which it believes to be accessible and worth
achieving. In the case of scientists, the explorers strive towards a hidden
reality, for the sake of intellectual satisfaction. And as they satisfy them-
selves, they enlighten all men and are thus helping society to fulfil its obli-
gation towards intellectual self-improvement. A free society may be seen to
be bent in its entirety on exploring self-improvement—every kind of
self-improvement.

In this vision, the self-improvement of human society is the goal; sci-
ence and thus universities are a key route to it. Science and society are
kept on the path to improvement and freedom thanks to the self-
organising discipline and authority of science as a whole. This authority
stems from individuals fastidiously exercising their disciplinary expertise
to uphold standards and promote scientific values (plausibility, accuracy,
systematic importance, intrinsic interest and originality) in their judge-
ment of others’ work. Continuing the imperial theme of exploration:
“The more widely the republic of science extends over the globe ... the
more clearly emerges the need for a strong and effective scientific author-
ity to reign over this republic’.**
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Crucially, for this republic to function effectively, scientists need pro-
tection not only from ‘the interference of political or religious authori-
ties’, but from ‘corrupting intrusions and distractions’. It is this need for
protection that justifies the location of science within universities as spe-
cial places of scholarship. As Polanyi outlined:

For though scientific discoveries eventually diffuse into all people’s think-
ing, the general public cannot participate in the intellectual milieu in
which discoveries are made. Discovery comes only to a mind immersed in
its pursuit. For such work the scientist needs a secluded place among like-
minded colleagues who keenly share his aims and sharply control his per-
formances. The soil of academic science must be exterritorial in order to
secure its control by scientific opinion.*

In other words, the Republic of Science is imagined as encompassing
the globe, but not being of it; as examining and leading the world, but
existing separate to it.

The value of scientific independence and rigour goes without saying
and is something we unpack and argue for further below. It is important
to note, however, the double move that this influential framing of scien-
tific truth performs: simultaneously positioning scientific knowledge as,
on the one hand, universal, aspatial, apolitical and definitive of human
improvement, and on the other hand, locating it within the discerning
minds of an exceptional, privileged and gendered group of individuals,
‘secluded’ and confined to ‘like-minded colleagues’ within the unique
space of universities, free from distractions such as the ultimate uses of
their discoveries or the state of the world that sustains them.

Re-thinking Freedom

The Republic of Science and its ideals are now manifest in a large inter-
national network of universities, ranked multiple times per year accord-
ing to various metrics that bestow prestige and market advantage. While
the idea of research excellence is at the heart of these developments, the
relation of universities to each other and to society has been complicated
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by the amplification of two complementary agendas that complement
and challenge the simplicity of an Academy devoted purely to excellence.
The first of these is ‘research impact’, associated with the concerns out-
lined above about academic research’s intended and unintended effects in
the world. As David Cash and colleagues outline in a seminal paper on
‘Knowledge systems for sustainable development’, researchers now need
to produce research that is not only rigorous (‘excellent’) but also relevant
(salient, timely, usable and effective) and legitimate (endorsed by ‘end
users’ and other stakeholders).4

The ‘research productivity’ agenda is somewhat similar, but the focus
is on research outputs as an end in themselves. As the name suggests, the
aim is to increase the magnitude of academic knowledge and the efh-
ciency of its production. If the research excellence agenda is about qual-
ity, the research productivity agenda is about quantity, preferably in
prestigious outputs. It takes to heart the assertion we are in a knowledge
economy and seeks to grow knowledge, not to expand human under-
standing as much as to harness it as the commodity it has become.

All academics are now well accustomed to the pressure of producing
ever more academic publications (notably in ‘highly ranked” journals)
and ‘bringing in’ ever more research income as a measure of productivity
and thus worth in and of itself. Despite enormous differences in measures
of quality and the norms of writing and publishing between the STEM
(science, technology, engineering and mathematics) and HASS (humani-
ties, arts and social sciences) disciplinary areas, the productivity agenda is
largely one-dimensional and science-centric.

Academic knowledge production is made commensurate across all
areas of the university, enabling its conversion into dollar values to enable,
in turn, cost-benefit analyses, rankings and the universal application of a
capitalist ‘growth’ mentality. Even if left free to determine their own par-
ticular direction, universities have been harnessed tightly to the capitalist
growth imperative. Rather than simply being expected (by some govern-
ments) to provide an external input to economic development, university
research has become animated by it from within.

This is doubly so when it is recognised that the ‘common sense’ imagi-
nary of economic growth originated in part within university depart-
ments. While it is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss the evolution
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of economic thought, it is important to appreciate that universities’
absorption of the economic growth doctrine further illustrates the role of
universities as both catalysts and targets for development. As Giorgos
Kallis points out, economic growth is a recent phenomenon of industrial
capitalism. Economists first measured it in the 1930s and its pursuit
become universal only from the 1950s.%

This brings us back to post-war Anthropocene America. Key among
the drivers of the new growth agenda was the Paley Commission’s 1952
report Resources for Freedom: Foundations for Growth and Security,
authored by representatives from the fossil fuel industry and economists
from Harvard University and Aubrey College. Through the far-reaching
impact of its narrative and ideas, it helped catalyse the Anthropocene that
universities around the world are now caught within. Among its powerful
arguments was that the ‘the economy’ is an ‘apparently tangible, discrete
object™® that ought—like universities—be unshackled from ‘the dead
hand of government’.#’ It addressed the threat of resource scarcity high-
lighted in Osborn’s Our Plundered Planet and Vogt's Road to Survival
(mentioned above) as well as the Club of Rome’s Limits to Growth report
but reformulated such scarcity as an abstract question of price and a chal-
lenge to scientists and others to develop technological substitutes. It
cemented the idea, institutionalised in the post-war Bretton Woods
agreement, that national economies could be measured and ranked by a
Gross National Product calculation and that such a measure should not
be limited to a nation’s ‘residential unit’ but include its off-shore activi-
ties. It encouraged such off-shore activities by displacing the idea of a US
self-sufficient in resources with the vision of a nation controlling an
expansive, international web of supply chains®® in order to expand its
geopolitical power and outsource its dirty production processes, leaving
the nation to focus on capitalist consumption and the cerebral work of
the knowledge economy and its increasing financialisation.

This contribution to global development pathways was bolstered by
further economic theories, including Walt Whitman Rostow’s 1961
Stages of Economic Growth: A non-communist manifesto, which naturalised
the US model as the epitome of socioeconomic development, an imag-
ined telos of ‘unlimited production’ and naturalised, normalised growth.”!
As part of the normalisation of growth, the theory now animates
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universities and their escalating competition in the knowledge economy.
Despite being the intellectual product of only one particular arena of
academia, economic growth is now a hegemonic (dominant and accepted)
idea in society across and beyond universities, what the late Italian theo-
rist Antonio Gramsci would have called a ‘common sense’.

Gramsci would have appreciated how universities have helped such an
idea become hegemonic, not only by helping generate it in the first place,
or by implementing it at a sectoral as well as organisational level (struc-
turing the whole productivity agenda for higher education around it) but
being part of the ‘civil society’ that implicitly endorses it through its lack
of resistance. At the same time, he would have appreciated that universi-
ties do house counter-hegemonic ideas—such as the increasingly
respected idea of degrowth that Giorgos Kallis and others are working
hard to advance, despite the still marginalised status of ecological eco-
nomics within the Academy®>—and are not intrinsically limited to repro-
ducing such self-harming policies.

Gramsci’s understanding of the diffuse and intimate interlinkages
between the state and society helps to throw into question the ideal of
academic freedom expressed in Polanyi’s Republic of Science and the
vision of a free Economy that neoliberal economists especially advocate
for. Like the Cartesian conceptions of Human and Nature on which they
are based, the two are not as separate as they seem. As Sheila Jasanoff
forcefully argues, the idea that science or universities are separate to soci-
ety is a carefully manufactured construction, a performance that allows
for subsequent controlled exchanges (funding here, advice there etc.)
between them.

French philosopher Michel Foucault similarly emphasised the false
premises of separation on which dominant notions of freedom rely. As he
put it, ‘there is no pure freedom to be emancipated, just as there is no
pure power to dominate it’.>* In ‘Discipline and Punish’, he argues that
autonomous individuality is an intended effect of the sort of power at
work within universities, where individuals are enculturated with a whole
range of assumptions and norms. Rather than escaping all such institu-
tions and their influence, Foucault argued that any resistance ‘must work
through, not merely against, power. This means trading in the model of
freedom as autonomy for a more experimental model of freedom ... and
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working through, in, and alongside of power.” He concluded that ‘resis-
tance to modern practices of power requires resistance to modern prac-
tices of freedom’.>*

Similarly, Brian Massumi argues that in the face of Capitalism—that
machinic imaginary that seeks to control and reproduce what is recog-
nised as ‘valuable’, even within the research world—we need to cultivate
practices of ‘creative duplicity’. Such practices recognise our emplace-
ment within Capitalist institutions and landscapes, but nevertheless work
to nurture alternatives ‘within its pores.”> Academia has an advantage
here thanks to its ‘quasi-sovereign’ character,’® stemming from its origins
in the Church and the subsequent coproduction of ‘independence’ from
government and business.

As academics have noted in debates about the financialisation of uni-
versities, for example, while aspects of universities such as their substan-
tial real estate portfolios lend themselves to generic financialisation
processes (i.e. to being geared in such a way that they generate profit-
making opportunities), other aspects are extremely poorly suited to such
reconfiguration. Not only does this poor fit lead to incredible damage
within universities (e.g. mounting, unpayable student debts, cuts to staff
pensions because they sit awkwardly in university ledgers™), it is a crucial
reminder of academia’s ‘peculiar’ nature®® and the opportunities for inde-
pendence of spirit and creativity this represents.

Activating the Potential of the SDGs

For some academics, the SDGs are an imposed, top-down agenda, one
that they resist because it affronts their belief in academic freedom and/
or because it clashes with their existing commitment to using research for
national economic development. Yet there are layers upon layers of irony
in these efforts to dismiss the SDG agenda and the Anthropocene condi-
tion it draws attention to. The first is simply the point, highlighted above,
that all academics are already beholden to imposed agendas, whether the
paradigms of their particular disciplines, the productivity and excellence
agendas of higher education, capitalist ‘research impact’ models, or the
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pervasive and naturalised intellectual structures of the Anthropocene
such as never-ending economic growth.

Second, as discussed further below, the SDG agenda encompasses eco-
nomic growth and is rejected by other academics and activists for this
very reason—for being too conservative, not too radical, for being too
light of an imposition on social practices and thought, not too difficult
an ask. Third, the idea of being able to choose whether one engages with
the SDGs and underlying Anthropocene condition is based in the myth
of the disembodied academic and Polanyi’s ‘exterritorial’ university. The
question is not whether one engages with sustainable development and
the future, it is a matter of how.

Finally, attempting to distance academia from the Anthropocene
now—after it has helped drive colonialism, industrialisation and the
Great Acceleration—is simply too convenient. Instead, we need to look
deep into academia and find the points of resistance and seeds of counter-
hegemony that have long existed but have been marginalised by the
ascent of particular knowledge groups and their imposition of standards
and norms across the sector. We need to work not against, or uncritically
for, universities and the SDG agenda, but ‘through, in and alongside’ the
power that they offer individually and at their many points of overlap. In
the following chapter we turn to focus on the critical role of learning and
teaching (L&T) about, for and through the SDGs as part of a transforma-

tive societal agenda.
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Learning and Teaching Matters

Advancing Sustainability

Our approach to the SDGs in higher education seeks to open up new
ways of thinking about their reciprocal relationship as both an historical
trajectory (that has over-emphasised development) and a newly defined
critical movement focused on the need for greater sustainability, ecologi-
cal integrity and social justice. As a ‘politics of collaborative entangle-
ment’' this involves focusing on how universities are intimately enmeshed
and intertwined with the SDG agenda, and how this can be co-developed
in more progressive, generative ways. This entails greater collective
responsibility for developing a critically reflexive pedagogical praxis that
is cognisant on and responsive to the precariousness of humanity’s situa-
tion and the transformative change needed to support and sustain both

people and planet. As David Orr describes:

We must come to see ourselves as implicated in the world, not simply iso-
lated, self-maximising individuals ... most education simply reinforces
practices and pathologies that cannot and should not be sustained over the
long term. ... This requires a new understanding of ourselves and our place
in nature and time. This is #be challenge of education.?
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Unlike research, education (including higher education) is explicitly
mentioned in the SDG agenda. In particular, it is the subject of Goal 4:
Quality Education. Target 3 specifies: ‘By 2030, ensure equal access for
all women and men to affordable and quality technical, vocational and
tertiary education, including university’.? Part of the driver for expanded
access is the demand to ensure more people develop the vocational skills
and training needed to succeed in their career, as SDG 8 on Decent Work
and Economic Growth also aims for. But rather than just trying to pro-
vide labour for capitalism, SDG 4 also significantly includes a call to
greatly expand teaching on sustainable development:

By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed
to promote sustainable development, including, among others, through
Education for Sustainable Development and sustainable lifestyles, human
rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence,
global citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s
contribution to sustainable development.*

It is significant and encouraging that the SDGs specifically call for the
teaching of Education for Sustainable Development (ESD). A rich and
evolving field,” ESD draws in part on the work of Brazilian activist Paulo
Freire’s landmark publication Pedagogy of the Oppressed which remains a
seminal text in critical education for the environment. Freire’s vision of
critical pedagogy focuses not just on the ‘what’ of learning and teaching
(L&T) content, but on ‘how’ education can be an accessible and trans-
formative process for all who participate. His process of conscientisation
emphasises the need to build critical awareness through reflection and
action focused on ‘learning as a critical process which depends upon
uncovering real problems and actual needs’.®

Freire argues that ‘neoliberal doctrine seeks to limit education to tech-
nological practice’ and exacerbates an institutional context within which
the ‘opportunities for change become invisible, and our role in fostering
change becomes absent’.” Critical pedagogy emphasises ‘education for
the greater good’ and aims to cultivate education as ‘a seedbed for new
knowledge and culture leading to new selves, new societies, and a new
humanity that is more humane’. Critical pedagogy can also help
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educators and students respond emotionally and intellectually to the pro-
liferating array of contemporary problems and needs. As anthropologist
Boone Shear describes:

...students—like many of us—feel and know deeply in their bodies that
there is something terribly and fundamentally wrong with the reality that
they are in, that it is losing coherence and meaning; and the narratives that
offered a sense of individual and societal purpose are unable to provide
psychic and somatic relief from a precarious world. ... More studies, more
critique, more expert knowledge about why this is happening will not save
us. | am interested in an approach that is more about ... ourselves as oth-
erwise, as part of other emerging worlds that are not circumscribed or
dominated by capitalist modernity, and that might help ... us learn to
survive well, or at least survive.®

Among the ‘emerging worlds’ that critical pedagogical approaches try
to cultivate, are communities of practice that embrace and support both
the critically reflective practitioner and the practical scholar to better
address local and global-scale sustainability challenges. This includes
actively seeking and creating the opportunities to expand the available
knowledge base, enhance democratic opportunity and debate; recognise
different forms of local knowledge, history and politics, and co-develop
the necessary skills and practices to enact the transformative vision of the
SDGs.’ It is also about celebrating what distinguishes the great capacity
of education by leveraging the power of deep knowledge, academic net-
works and interdependence in order to create the possibilities for trans-
formative change. This approach to education ‘stands in stark contrast to
current neoliberal trends that seek to privatize, standardize and script
curriculum and pedagogy, and otherwise de-skill and disenfranchise
teachers and students’."

Teaching and learning that understands itself as amplifying—not just
understanding and critiquing—reality, can more intentionally untangle
from the world as it currently exists and entangle itself into a collaborative
politics of ontological possibility."!

In this chapter we turn our focus to the significance and importance of
Learning and Teaching (L&T) in higher education about, for and through
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the SDGs. In the following sections we engage with the rich resources
offered by earlier work on the education-sustainable development rela-
tionship, and with some of the many ways in which critical pedagogy is
emerging and developing within what some describe as the ‘posthuman
turn’ to higher education. Universities not only do practical applied edu-
cational ‘work’ of the sort many actors can do; they have a privileged
capacity to identify and amplify neglected issues and voices, articulate
lessons from the past, critique existing approaches, as well as anticipate
possible futures. This includes the accelerating shift to online and virtual
modes of engagement further propelled by the climate emergency and
COVID-19. In this way universities can help both untangle problems
and entangle like-minded people through critical and reflexive pedagogy.

Education About, For and Through the SDGs

A defining characteristic of the SDGs is that the issues and knowledges it
encompasses are deeply entangled. Yet pioneers in early iterations of
Environmental Education (EE), Education for Sustainability (EFS) and
more recently Higher Education for Sustainable Development (HESD)
highlight the tendency for educators to focus on just one of the pillars of
the sustainable development triangle—social equity, economy or envi-
ronment—rather than the critical interplay between all three. In the sus-
tainability education field, the focus is for example, on the ecological
footprint in cities and on campuses, issues of environmental justice and/
or the impacts of neoliberalism on the environment. These are com-
plex issues which require an interdisciplinary approach to sustainable
development, yet there is a strong tendency in higher education peda-
gogy and practice to create silos for environmental education. Addressing
the inter-relationships between all three of the key pillars in the ‘sustain-
able development triangle’ outlined in the 1987 Brundtland report, ‘Our
Common Future’ is critically important.'

The elusiveness of the centre of the sustainable development triangle
(see Fig. 6.1) has been discussed by Scott Campbell. Pointing to the
absence of mechanisms steering education towards the centre, he calls for
more explicit attention to the silences and tensions in the spaces in, and
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between, social justice, economic growth and efficient and environmen-
tal protection. To address the triangle’s inherent conflicts, he suggests, the
focus must be on finding better ways to ‘integrate social theory with envi-
ronmental thinking, as well as combine techniques for community con-
flict resolution in order to confront economic and environmental
injustice’."?

One of the strengths of the SDGs as a transformative pathway and
pedagogical L&T agenda is making more visible the different dimensions
of sustainable development across and between the seventeen goals. The
increase in the number of goals does not suggest the tensions and contra-
dictions between them have been resolved, as seen for example between
SDG13 Climate Action, SDG9 Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure and
SDG11 Sustainable Citiesand Communities. Instead, the emphasis of the
SDGs is on amplifying understanding around the complexity of



174 W. Steele and L. Rickards

sustainable development which can then be mobilised to support the
achievement of more sustainable development—for example between
SDG7 Affordable and Clean Energy, SDGI0 Reduced Inequalities and
SDG17 Partnerships for the Goals.

The interrelationships between the seventeen goals are illustrated in
the ‘wedding cake’ model developed by Rockstrom and Sukhdev from
the Stockholm Resilience Centre which reconceptualises the goals across
the three domains of biosphere, society and economy. With economy
represented as an outcome of society and environment, the model is an
ambitious transition away from an emphasis on anthropocentric devel-
opment towards a more realistic biosphere-led framing of sustainable
development (see Fig. 6.2).*

The different combinations of sustainability goals are endless and so
too are approaches to them. Some people highlight the goals’

BIOSPHERE

Fig. 6.2 Sustainable Development Goals 2030 (SDGs) wedding cake. (Source:
Rockstréom and Sukhdev, Stockholm Resilience Centre, 2016)

n=
vlo
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interrelationships and explore cross-cutting themes, whilst others do a
deep dive into a particular issue via just one of the goals. A diversity of
critical pedagogy approaches to the SDGs is needed and represents in and
of itself the sort of creative and inclusive approaches that are required. In
contrast to an instrumentalist, institutional or technical agenda for uni-
versities, this involves addressing the SDGs through a focus on the ‘inter-
actions between humans and non-human nature—and how we relate to
and respect the rights and dignity of these’."”

It also involves taking seriously the practical, physical and political
implications of the SDGs for any university in which such L&T is con-
ducted. This means helping ensure that students are ‘experiencing con-
crete sustainable practices [...] in the daily campus operations’ by
collectively pushing and assisting the university to practice ‘what it
preaches in its classrooms’. In this way, universities can help grow what
otherwise may be just a specialist topic into part of a broad ‘value transi-
tion’ within the institution, and to cultivate a ‘civic sense’ not only among
students but among staff too in keeping with the ideal of the civic univer-
sity which is discussed in Chap. 3.1¢

Above and beyond the field of Education for Sustainable Development
(ESD) per se, critically engaged and reflexive understandings and practices
around L&T and their relationship to the SDGs are evolving in higher
education to address the need for meaningful real-world change. As educa-
tors this is an opportunity to attune to what is most important and to do
what educators do best. This does not mean it is easy, but instead requires
pausing to ask hard questions about what the world needs, rather than
simply what the market wants. Core questions underpinning critical higher
education about, for and through the SDGs include:

¢ What sort of education about sustainable development in higher edu-
cation is needed? Who decides such questions?

* How do they justify such decisions?

* By what criteria and authority?

* With what pedagogical frameworks and practices?

Universities have the opportunity to harness existing and latent L&T
potential to address and meaningfully engage with the SDGs, and foster
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the innovative cross-scale, cross-sectoral linkages, creativity and experi-
mentation needed to successfully pursue a transformative sustainable
development agenda. However, this involves identifying ‘who is doing
what’ in terms of engaging with the SDGs to inform curriculum transfor-
mation, and fostering the strategic discussions needed in order to under-
stand where strengths and silences lie, and to develop more informed,
strategic and targeted interventions to better embed the SDGs in L&T in
the future. Such steps are deceptively simple. To help navigate their com-
plexity, the following three critical frames (Fig. 6.3) offer a useful heuris-
tic for universities. This builds on and extends previous ESD frameworks
that have focused on education ‘about’ (content-based sustainability lit-
eracy), for’ (critical questioning of assumptions) and education ‘s’ (a
shift of worldview) sustainability."” Each will be described in turn.

Fig. 6.3 Three critical frames for SDGs learning and teaching. (Source: Authors)
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Higher Education About the SDGs

This first frame focuses on building knowledge and understanding of the
SDGs framework itself. This is an explicit emphasis on the SDGs as a
transformative agenda consisting of 17 goals and 300 associated indica-
tors. The aim is the development of a shared language and platform for
collectively addressing sustainable development. For example, the Getting
Started with the SDGs in Universities report by the Sustainable
Development Solutions Network (SDSN) Australia/Pacific calls, among
other things, for educators to help students develop ‘a basic understand-
ing of the subject areas of each of the SDGs’ and ‘knowledge and under-
standing of the SDG framework purpose and uses’. Besides devoted
units, education about the SDGs can be encouraged across the curricu-
lum of a course of programme. It can also be combined with a critical
praxis that actively explores the transformative potential of the SDGs as
a United Nations (UN)-led framework and encourages students to work
on ways to redress some of the notable silences in the SDGs such as
Indigenous sovereignty and other critical development issues.

Higher Education for the SDGs

In this second frame a more holistic approach to the challenges and
opportunities of sustainable development is taken. This frame underlines
the need for critical pedagogy and praxis that addresses the big issues and
improves the capacity of society to address issues of equity and justice and
of the Earth to sustain life. Working across the boundaries of individual
SDGs and beyond the SDGs as a stand-alone UN agenda, this approach
explores the issue of sustainable development, associated ‘developmen-
talities’ and potential for transformational systems change. Pedagogically
it brings into focus critical questions such as: who or what determines
dominant ways of understanding and practicing sustainable development
and prioritises objects for change? What are the contexts and pathways
for transformative change, and how are they shifting?'®
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Higher Education Through the SDGs

The third frame recognises the benefits of undertaking a deep dive into
particular goals as a way to address and leverage bigger societal issues. An
example of this might be a strategic curriculum emphasis on gender and
equity, quality education or urgent action on climate change. At the pro-
gramme or course level, the pedagogical activities and assessment may
emphasise sustainability within the context of different disciplines (e.g.
business, architecture or science). Linking together several goals to engage
with more intensively may also help to reveal tensions and potentialities
that then speak out to the broader sustainable development agenda (e.g.
Clean and Affordable Energy (SDG7), Industry, Innovation and
Infrastructure (SDGY) and Responsible Consumption and Production
(SDG12)).

All three frames are needed to embed the SDGs into the university
L&T curriculum. As a stand-alone focus of the SDGs, SDG4 on Quality
Education is crucial to the 2030 agenda’s overall success. Utilising SDG4
as a pedagogical portal to the other sixteen goals may include, for exam-
ple, a focus on SDG3 (Good Health and Wellbeing) within medical and
health science courses, SDG6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) within engi-
neering subjects, SDG11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) within
urban planning or sustainability studies, or SDG 16 (Peace, Justice and
Strong Institutions) within law faculties. Other SDGs, such as SDG 10
(Reduced Inequalities) and SDG 13 (Climate Action), cut across differ-
ent subject areas and can be designed to link together the discipline-
specific L&T approaches within university faculties. In turn, an emphasis
on the relations between different SDGs and differences between disci-
plinary perspectives could be combined with practical, collaborative
action to progress an Education for Sustainable Development approach.

In pursuing Higher Education about, for and through Sustainable
Development it is important to reflect on what is needed to help advance
the SDG agenda. Among other things the following are recognised as
important:



6 Learning and Teaching Matters 179

* students with the knowledge, skills and motivation to understand and
address the history and complexity of the SDGs;

* creative, in-depth academic or vocational expertise to effectively imple-
ment SDG solutions;

e accessible, affordable and inclusive education for all;

* capacity building for students and professionals from developing
countries;

* and the capacity to empower and mobilise people and their
communities."

While the SDG agenda uses ‘community’ in a conventional place-
based way, empowerment and mobilisation for the SDGs is needed across
many different types of communities, including professional, virtual and
more-than-human ones.*® Thinking of communities in this more expan-
sive way opens up opportunities for innovative pedagogical action within
L&T, of the sort we now discuss.

Pedagogical Innovation and the SDGs

Our approach to the SDGs as a transformative framework is that it does
not only need to be innovative but underpinned by ‘ethical innovation’
that is Responsible, Attentive, Disruptive, Authentic and Regenerative
(RADAR) (which we discussed in Chap. 4). A commitment to ethical
innovation and not just any innovation for innovation’s sake is particu-
larly important in the face of the growing pressures on universities.
Consistent with ethical innovation are efforts to cultivate opportunities
for staft and students to actively learn about, for and through the SDGs, as
we have outlined above. To foster such opportunities and collective
engagement, institutional recognition and support of the positive benefit
and worthiness of such effort is needed (e.g. by supporting, rewarding
and developing a community of SDGs practice within a student-centred
practice-based ethos).

Layers of ethical innovation are needed here, from institutional struc-
tures and processes around L&T (including how L&T relates to other
parts of the university), to innovations in curriculum design, assessment
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and pedagogy. Each site for innovation needs to be partially shaped by
how it can enable innovations elsewhere to help ensure it is as disruptive
and regenerative as possible. In this way, innovation in L&T can help
create the sort of emerging worlds Boone Shear discusses in the introduc-
tory section above. But this is not only about developing ethical innova-
tion practices in universities or the higher education sector. It is about
participating in and cultivating positive change in the multiple places and
at the multiple scales that we are inescapably entangled with, including
our domestic spaces, nation states and of course the Earth itself. As
Dominic Orr asks rhetorically in the spirit of Paulo Freire’s critical con-
scientisation after all: ‘what good is innovative pedagogy if you don’t have a
decent planet to put it on?’*!

Selecting which approaches to use for advancing sustainability in
higher education reflects is complex, reflecting the diverse questions,
issues and problems that could be tackled. For this reason, the SDGs
amplify the need for creative and eclectic approaches to L&T pedagogy.
Sustainability educator John Fien’s response to this dilemma is two-fold:

1. Consideration of both human consciousness and political action to
answer moral and social questions about educational programmes
which the dominant form cannot; and

2. Approaches that encourage critical and creative thinkers to take
responsibility for their actions and participate in the social and politi-
cal reconstructions required to deal with social/environmental issues
within mutually interdependent and evolving social situations.?

Fien’s emphasis on responsibility resonates with our call for ethical
innovation. Besides creative and eclectic L&T initiatives, the SDG
agenda requires ethically innovative L&T. This is a commitment to trans-
formative educational change through deep learning and interdisciplinar-
ity as opposed to isolated patches of innovation that academic educators
Kathryn Hegarty and Sarah Holdsworth describe.?

The transformative agenda of the SDGs positions universities as cata-
lysts for the development of new mentalities, capabilities and behaviours
that underpin eco-social change. This is an emphasis on the critical
importance of not just ‘what is learned’ but also ‘how it is learned’.
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Pedagogical innovation can be described as ‘an intentional action that
aims to introduce something original into a given context and pedagogi-
cal as it seeks to substantially improve student learning in a situation of
interaction and inter-activity’®* Anne Walder suggests it can be
pursued by:

1. Reflexively recognising the antecedents and need for change;

2. Designing, experimenting with and co-delivering an appropriate and
beneficial pedagogical disruption and/or intervention;

3. Refining new structures, activities, approaches and initiatives through
feedback with change agents in situ.

Other studies suggest that pedagogical innovation has six key charac-
teristics: novelty, change, reflection, improvement, human relations and
technology.” While the term improvement and related focus on quality
points to overlaps with our call for ethical innovation, what counts as
improvement is not simple or self-evident and this framework of peda-
gogical innovation can be extended by a more explicit emphasis on ethi-
cal innovation using our five RADAR principles in order to ground and
orientate L&T endeavours (see Table 6.1 below). As with any sort of

Table 6.1 Ethical pedagogical innovation

Pedagogical Ethical innovation

innovation Characteristics principles

Novelty Counterculture, surprising, (R)Responsible?
different, new

Change Slight-radical, (A)Attentive?
incremental—transformative

Reflection Critical engagement, reflexivity,  (D)Disruptive?
application

Improvement Quality, indicators of success, (A)Authentic?
feedback loops

Human relations Learning, opportunity, (R)Regenerative?
relationships, risk-taking

Technology Use and access, links to pedagogy

Precautionary Not all innovation is good,

needed or useful
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innovation, not all pedagogical innovation is necessarily good, useful or
needed, as the proliferation of educational apps arguably demonstrates.

An example of how a structured ethical innovation approach can
enhance existing pedagogical innovations around the SDGs is the use of
pedagogies of ‘discomfort’. Such pedagogies embrace conflict, different
views and emotions to help students explore their entanglements in the
problems underpinning the need for the SDG agenda, such as the cli-
mate emergency and systemic global inequality and poverty. They pro-
vide a pedagogically innovative approach to addressing the complexity of
the SDGs 2030 agenda and action on it. Initiatives can include cre-
ative approaches to ‘opening the classroom door’ to what is in the room
(emotions, resistance, desires, fears) through class discussion or various
forms of social and artistic mediums, such as theatre, counter-mapping
and improvisation.?

To be an effective, regenerative strategy, however, this needs to address
the ethical innovation principles of RADAR to ensure that it is under-
pinned by care, training and empathy and avoids inflicting damage, hurt
or harm. The ethical principle of attentiveness is important here in
reminding us that what is appropriate can be highly specific to given
contexts and groups. Acknowledging diversity in people’s circumstances,
perspectives and needs is one of the things the SDG agenda calls on us
(albeit imperfectly) to do. More specifically, to provide inclusive, quality
education that helps empower and mobilise people and their communi-
ties of the sort SDG 4 calls for, sensitivity to cultural, gender and social
differences is paramount.

The development of innovative pedagogical capacity around the SDGs
in higher education involves strategic and ethical choices about where,
how and why to be innovative. Such choices can build on and leverage off
existing institutional strengths in order to develop effective strategies and
practices in L&, identifying what is good and special about an institu-
tion, for example, and identifying what can be done better or differently
to support sustainable development. Counteracting knee-jerk responses
to market forces, this can strengthen commitment and help activate the
university’s public mission and civic orientation, and in doing so grow
the space in higher education for L&T alternatives.
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The SDGs focus attention on the need for a higher education system
that supports sustainable development thinking and practices. As Ingrid
Mula and colleagues argue, part of this is about prioritising ‘the educa-
tion of educators—building their understanding of sustainability and
their ability to transform curriculum and wider learning opportunities’.?”
This is a process which as outlined above, demands ethics, creativity,
inventiveness and initiative to deliver ‘a better way of doing education’. It
also requires both top-down (from senior-executive management) and
bottom-up (from students and teachers) leadership to enable transforma-
tive change.”® The challenge is to foster ethical pedagogical innovation
without stifling ‘bright spots’ through a rigid, prescriptive and/or overly
bureaucratic approach.

Applying the critical research impact work of geographer Ruth Machen
is instructive here for re-thinking what ethically innovative L&T peda-
gogy might focus on, and how curriculum and assessment frameworks
can support, ‘rather than squeeze out’, spaces for the SDGs as a transfor-
mative, reciprocal agenda. She outlines four routes to creating critical
impact that can be applied to higher education L&T about, for and
through the SDGs. These include,

1. Challenging policy: amending, changing or highlighting the implica-
tions of mainstream L& T/SDGs policy;

2. Empowering resistances: building L& T knowledge, networks and tools;

3. Platforming wvoices: listening, supporting, representing, mobilising
marginalised voices; and

4. Nurturing new critical publics: inspiring critical skills and new forms of
critical engagement.”

For critical L&T pedagogy and higher education about, for and through
the SDGs, making more visible the unhelpful political and discursive
work performed through dominant pedagogies and mainstream curricu-
lum is a central aim. Machen’s work raises important questions ‘about the
relationship between knowledge translation and hegemonic power, and
the way that this relationship shapes particular forms of neoliberal cli-
mate governance’.’® The dominant development discourses and delivery
modes driving higher education L&T are problematised in this approach
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by bringing to the need to address such knowledge practices and politics
as part of meaningfully addressing the SDGs.

Machen cautions, however, that critical approaches can be co-opted,
redirected, silenced and/or sabotaged. For one thing, they can be difficult
to fit to those institutional structures and policies that have yet to be
innovatively aligned with SDG L&T. For example, retro-fitting innova-
tive, critical learning and teaching to existing assessment requirements
can be challenging, while one of the side-effects of ‘pedagogies of discom-
fort’ (mentioned above) is that they are disliked by some students and
rated poorly in evaluations. More broadly, as Machen notes:

critical approaches impassioned by a desire for social change and seeking to
challenge the status quo by unpacking the socio-historical contingency of
meanings and exposing the reproduction of structural inequalities of
power—often face a more challenging pathway to impact.”

Yet, as mentioned above, shifts in thinking and perspective can gener-
ate positive impacts that simply remain below the radar or outside of the
timeframe of formal assessments, contributing to improved L&T prac-
tices and discourses and helping normalise less unsustainable ways
of being.

Creating an Enabling SDGs L&T Environment

A critical L&T praxis about, for and through the SDGs requires more
than changes in the classroomy; it requires a critical praxis both inside and
outside the formal curriculum and across different disciplines and global,
regional and national geographies. It also requires institution-wide efforts
to create the right enabling environment. Research in ESD and related
fields indicates that a series of shifts are required: (1) from SDGs map-
ping to curriculum embedding; (2) from the delivery of expert-led con-
tent and teacher-focused pedagogies to collaborative problem-solving
and student-focused pedagogies; and (3) from a focus on inputs to gradu-
ate outcomes. Each of these shifts will be outlined below.
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From SDGs Mapping to Curriculum Embedding

An early step identified in the Getting Started with the SDGs report is cur-
riculum mapping to outline the current ‘state of play’ with the uptake and
integration of the SDGs within L&T programmes, courses and activities.
Once such information is attained, attention can turn to ascertaining rea-
sons for existing silences and gaps on the SDGs. As Raewyn Connell
reminds us, ‘every curriculum is a selection of the available knowledge’.*
Importantly, even the notion of mapping the SDGs may be a barrier here,
given that much teaching about and especially for them may not be detect-
able by standard word search approaches to mapping. There is tension
between the hegemonic curriculum which is orderly, closed and full of
answered questions, and the world in crisis which is ragged and increas-
ingly full of unanswered questions that the SDGs—as an enormous live
issue, not neat curriculum package—require we attend to.

Even if SDG content ‘is’ mappable, the challenge is to then expand
and embed its presence in the curricula, keeping in mind the need for
Education about, for and through the SDGs (see above). Key to infusing
the SDGs as a transformative agenda through the curriculum are inter-
disciplinary approaches that call to the fore differences between and the
assumptions and value of specific disciplines, explore the insights each
offers about the SDG agenda, and in doing so work to combine such
perspectives and approaches to a greater or lesser degree. If done effec-
tively, interdisciplinary approaches can enable more open, outward-
facing, cooperative, participatory, social and problem-based approaches
to L&T to flourish, including on the SDGs.* Encouraging interdisci-
plinary research and L&T through various initiatives such as new centres
or platforms is now a recognised mechanism for trying to support SDG
engagement within universities.

Beyond the formal curriculum, there is a need to embed the SDG
agenda within L&T practices and the higher education culture more
broadly. Among other things, this requires transformation in some L&T
delivery and modes—not in a narrowly prescriptive way, but in a way
that embeds interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches, develops
communities of practice, and fosters cross-faculty and cross-institutional
networking and collaboration opportunities for staff and students.*



186 W. Steele and L. Rickards

Identified challenges to embedding the SDGs include the absence of a
strategic framework around the SDGs and low levels of existing SDG
and sustainability literacy and capabilities within among university staff.?
Thus staff training and professional development is one of the institu-
tional pillars needed to embed the SDG agenda in higher education.

From Teacher-Focused to Student-Focused Pedagogies

We come then to the second general shift required: from expert-led con-
tent and teacher-focused pedagogies to collaborative problem-solving
and student-focused pedagogies. Problem-based learning is of clear rele-
vance to the real-world issue of the SDG agenda. Like interdisciplinarity,
which is often motivated by the need for disciplines to combine forces on
applied problems,* it reflects pressure on universities to structure their
knowledge generation and education around things of clear value to
wider society (as discussed in Chap. 3). This includes future and existing
students, as well as graduates. Real-world problem and engagement mod-
els are often associated with student-centred learning approaches, includ-
ing experiential learning.’” These are favoured in education on sustainable
development and other complex topics as a means of generating transfor-
mative, classroom-based educational experiences.’® Active, self-directed
and collaborative learning that fosters reflection, self-awareness, empathy
and shared experiences is also often used in these approaches, including
reflection on which problems and whose problems count.*

The Futures Literacy Laboratory (FLL)* provides an example. It is a
novel experience-based and process-based pedagogical model that focuses
on encouraging students ‘to use the future in particular ways’ by making
their anticipatory assumptions explicit. The FLL consists of three phases
which include Reveal (from tacit to explicit and making assumptions
about the future explicit); Reframe (identifying the key ‘Aha’ moments
and insights); and Rethink (awareness of nuances, new questions, fram-
ings and lines of flight). The starting point for futures literacy is perceiv-
ing and understanding anticipatory assumptions to interrupt the routine
action of ‘using-the-future’. Through action learning the aim is to reveal
not only the determinants of the futures they imagine, but also the attri-
butes of the anticipatory systems and knowledge creation processes that
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they use when thinking about the future. This is a structured process that
involves a number of key steps which could usefully be adapted for criti-
cal engagement with the SDGs through the development of FLL-SDGs.

1. Participants experience and become explicitly conscious of how the
future plays a central role in what they perceive and pay attention to
in the present.

2. By changing the ways that they ‘use-the-future’ participants start to
realise they can anticipate in different ways and thereby imagine dif-
ferent futures.

3. By putting together the first and second insights participants begin to
understand that imagining different futures changes what they could
see and do in the present.

4. By imagining different futures participants become more aware of
their own capacity to invent the underlying anticipatory assumptions
that shape their descriptions of the ‘later-than-now’.

5. By starting to acquire futures literacy they become better at rooting
their anticipatory assumptions in their own history and specific
socioeconomic-cultural context. Participants begin to reassess their
perceptions of the present, depictions of the past and aspirations for
the future.

6. Through engagement in the knowledge co-creation processes partici-
pants begin to acquire the capacity to design this kind of collective
intelligence process that enables them to choose why and how to
anticipate, contributing to the acquisition of the skills that make up
futures literacy.”!

Another quite different example of innovative student-centred praxis is
through the eco-pedagogy that environmental/outdoor educators such as
Gen Blades write about and practice. Her work focuses on the sensory
and affective dimensions of ‘walking in nature’ as a means by which to
critically engage with the patriarchal, instrumental and commodified
nature and orthodoxies of mainstream education. The twofold purpose of
this approach is to: (1) decentre the role of humans amidst the complex
entanglements of shifting human-nature relationships; and (2) to pur-
posefully privilege the role of embodied experiences in L&T as a means



188 W. Steele and L. Rickards

by which to emplace the more-than-human in alternative curriculum
modes and models.*

From Inputs to Graduate Outcomes

The third shift associated with an SDG focus in L&T is a change in
emphasis from inputs to graduate outcomes. Graduate outcomes are
given weight because they are taken to represent the sum total of an insti-
tutions’ influence upon a student. These influences include not just
classes but informal learning experiences such as study tours, hackathons,
conferences, youth training and community leadership programmes that
can all usefully be infused with an SDG focus.* Thinking about graduate
outcomes re-focuses attention on the aim of SDG education, which can

be described as:

the co-creation of learning environments and opportunities that support
learning on the SDGs ... and ... structure courses around real-world col-
laborative projects for change, in which the students have the opportuni-
ties to act and reflect iteratively, and to develop adaptive capacity while

working towards a purpose.®

Terms such as ‘act, ‘reflect’ and ‘adaptive’ gesture to the character of
the graduate outcomes considered valuable for the SDG agenda. SDG
Target 4.7 explicitly encourages the development of key cross-cutting
skills or competences in students, where the latter refers to an individual’s
set of demonstrable skills and characteristics that are critical for sustain-
able futures.® Key competences considered helpful in understanding and
addressing the SDGs include skills in systems thinking, values thinking,
action learning, interpersonal skills, strategic management and integrated
problem-solving® (see Table 6.2 below).

A competence approach encompasses both specific technical or aca-
demic competences and ‘transversal’ competences or ‘soft skills’. In terms
of the SDGs, soft skills are recognised as essential for the implementa-
tion, communication and integration and mobilisation of the SDGs
through critical citizenship and for helping enable the active, reflective
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Table 6.2 SDG Skills and Competences

Competence Definition

Systems Recognition and understanding of relationships and ability to
thinking analyse complex systems at different scales, and adaptability
to uncertainty.

Anticipatory Capacity to understand and evaluate multiple futures; ability
to create one’s own vision, apply the precautionary principle
and deal with risk and emerging challenges.

Normative Capacity to understand underlying norms and values; ability
to navigate sustainability targets, goals, principles and
necessary trade-offs.

Strategic Ability to develop and implement collective actions that
further local-level sustainability goals/visions.

Collaboration  Ability to learn from others and be empathetic and sensitive
to different needs, perspectives and approaches; ability to
facilitate collaboration and manage and resolve conflict.

Critical Ability to question practices, views and norms while being

thinking reflective on one’s own values, actions and perspectives.

Self-awareness Ability to reflect on one’s own role at both local and global
levels, self-motivate towards action(s) and manage feelings

and desires.

Integrated Ability to use different approaches to problem-solving to
problem- respond to complex sustainability challenges and establish
solving inclusive, practical and equitable solutions by integrating all

competences above.

Digital Ability to use digital software, programmes and devices to

carry out sustainability activities and communicate SDG-
related content to a high standard (Vialta et al. 2018).

Adapted from Rieckmann et al. 2017; SDSN 2017

and committed participation in L&T activities that helps cultivate it.
Characterised by these and other competences, ideal graduates are
insightful and self-aware, with the ability to imagine and help create dif-
ferent, more positive futures.?’

Student-led and community-centred education of the sort discussed
above is considered crucial to developing these competences. As
Rieckmann and colleagues describe, ‘competencies cannot be taught, but
have to be developed by the learners themselves. They are acquired dur-
ing action, on the basis of experience and reflection.”® Active student
involvement can involve helping design the course content or engaging
in practical SDG-related projects. The latter may not only build students’
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skills and knowledge but also enhance their capability and confidence to
engage with SDG issues beyond the classroom.

This space of ‘beyond the classroom’” could be an urban garden or
smart city on the other side of the world, or it could be the university
they are part of. Skilling up students to engage critically with academic
institutions and use their voice and efforts to help embed the SDGs at all
levels and in all corners within them, could be one of the most important
outcomes of SDG-focused education. It could also help generate valuable
positive feedback as students prove themselves to be not only ‘products’
of SDG education, but also sources of institutional capability on the
SDGs and effective ‘external” pressure to further embed the goals in soci-
etal practices more broadly.

Embedding the SDGs in universities requires a plethora of diverse and
loosely coordinated approaches and groups. From high-level strategic
commitment to the SDGs or socialising students in a holistic SDG ethos,
to the delegation of responsibility for SDG engagement onto individuals
or the funding of small groups to undertake voluntary initiatives outside
the bounds of formal L&T,* there is virtually no limit to what can be
done to embed the SDGs into educational experiences in universities. In
a given institutional context, the SDGs may even be most loudly associ-
ated with radical community-driven initiatives and manifestos for change,
such as enacting the ‘free university’ model or other alternative higher
education pathways in the spirit of Buen vivir.

Although there is virtually no limit to what can be done to bring the
SDGs into L&T in theory, in practice there are of course a range of bar-
riers, some of which have been detailed above. Crucially, the existence of
such barriers can illuminate the actual need for SDG action within higher
education institutions themselves. For example, a lack of time, resources
and security among staff and students is a major obstacle to them being
able to explore and pursue the SDGs alongside their other responsibili-
ties, commitments and activities. It is a/so a reflection of deficiencies
around decent work (SDG 8), economic equality (SDG 9) and good
governance (SDG 17) within their institutions, underlining why their
institutions should engage with the SDG agenda and the potentially far-
reaching implications of them doing so.

We turn now to another angle on the SDGs in L& T—the increasing
emphasis on online and virtual delivery and global engagement—that
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further pushes against a reduction of the SDGs to mere study area by
again emphasising the context of education and how close SDG issues
always are.

Online and Virtual SDGs L&T: Challenges
and Opportunities

The SDGs require both local-scale and global collaboration if they are to
be achieved by 2030. Technology is playing, and will continue to play, a
central role in delivering the 2030 Agenda, particularly through the rise
in digital communications, online learning and virtual collaboration as a
result of the COVID-19 global health pandemic. Alongside the increas-
ing role of online pedagogy and education focused on the SDGs in higher
education, is growing recognition of the need for digital democracy and
a response as part of the SDGs to the digital divide. That is, once again
the sort of inequalities that the SDG agenda points to are inescapably
part of the context of higher education, not because they are a distant
issue to engage with, but because it is inscribed in its uneven geographies
and relations.

Although seemingly ubiquitous—and thus invisible to most of us—
digital technologies and infrastructure are far from evenly distributed
across the world, spatially or socially.”® Geographer Matthew Gandy
argues that the world is increasingly characterised by ‘global citadels of
[digital/virtual] connectivity encased within a wider landscape of [mate-
rial/urban] neglect and social polarization’.”’ While universities are fre-
quently part of such citadels (especially those that pride themselves on
being ‘world class’), many of their current and prospective students are
not. Nor their casualised staff.

Thus, efforts to address the SDGs through online means, such as a
digital SDG-based L&T platform that seeks to teach students about
issues such as energy justice, cannot dismiss the wider issues of inequities
in access to affordable digital (and electricity) resources. An institution
making an online program or course/subject on the SDGs available does
not necessarily imply everyone will be able to access and benefit from it,
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with some for instance lacking the internet bandwidth and others lacking
a safe space or time to study.

A range of factors can hinder access to online SDGs education includ-
ing the language it is taught in, existing education background or geo-
graphical location.*? If digital education allows some groups to accelerate
ahead, while others are left behind, the proliferation of online education
may increase social inequalities, even if the education being delivered is
about the SDGs. At the same time, there are limitations and barriers to
how effective online L&T can be for achieving SDG-related outcomes.
While digital education can increase the efficacy and efficiency of peda-
gogical engagement and delivery relative to traditional face-to-face learn-
ing, these outcomes are far from guaranteed.”

Adding to uncertainty about the quality of online L&T is the ten-
dency for many courses to still be designed in the conventional manner,
both in terms of being designed by default for face-to-face and in terms
of taking a top-down teaching approach. Neither translates well into the
online environment. If this is how SDG knowledge, skills, competences
and attributes are being developed in students, such efforts may raise
students’ awareness of the SDGs but not necessarily equip them with the
tools for achieving the outcomes called for under SDG 4 or any
other goals.

The rise of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC:s), for example, is a
double-edged sword. They represent a step towards democratising educa-
tion by making content available (often for free) to more people from
more countries and engaging a larger proportion of the general public on
a global scale on issues like sustainable development. Anyone with a com-
puter (and electricity, internet, data, digital literacy, skills and confidence
in the online world)** can access a MOOC. They are low cost and can be
offered to students for free. MOOCs do not require students to have
prior qualifications or experience so support lifelong learning and pro-
vide educational opportunities that foster intercultural perspectives and
dialogue between different peoples, places and cultures.”

MOQC:s are therefore available and accessible to a wider range of pro-
spective students than normal university education. Experience to date
indicates they can enable and encourage the formation of large global and
diverse learning communities. Yet MOOCs do not provide formally
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recognised qualifications or accreditation, which can reduce their value to
students needing external recognition of their skills and knowledge.
Difficulties also arise around quality assurance of MOOCs and inherent
language and cultural biases, depending in part on the teacher delivering
the content and the demographics of the students participating.

But there are a lot of positives, including ones neglected in typical
discourse about the online turn. Beyond just MOOCs, new spaces are
being constantly created through the internet, generally making educa-
tion more available and accessible. Online lectures and content provide
flexibility for students with competing obligations outside of study like
work, family and other commitments, while e-learning can increase
motivation to learn, learning efficiency and learning success. Accessibility
and flexibility in learning modes can also enable greater interdisciplinary
and transdisciplinary approaches to L&T and boost lifelong learning—
both of which are critical for SDG transformation.’® The turn to online
education and SDGs can also be mutually beneficial when they concur-
rently encourage exploratory, democratic, student-led approaches to
L&T that engage with the dynamic world and students’ lives.

An important development is rising awareness that online learning
requires innovative L&T approaches besides the mere use of digital tech-
nologies. Approaching online learning as an afterthought or a nice ‘add-
on to face-to-face education offerings is gradually giving way to
approaches that centre and celebrate online learning as a worthwhile and
meaningful stand-alone form of education. This shift to a stronger, stand-
alone focus on digital education could help escape dominant, didactic
approaches to SDGs L&T if accompanied by a parallel shift towards
centring on the SDGs in and of themselves and fostering the ethical
innovation outlined in the RADAR framework (see Chap. 4 and above).

A bold, innovative approach to online education is advocated by Sian
Bayne and colleagues at the Centre for Research in Digital Education at
the University of Edinburgh. Their Manifesto for Teaching Online features
a series of provocative statements designed to counter ‘both the “impov-
erished” vision of education being advanced and higher education’s tradi-
tional view of online students and teachers as second-class citizens’.”
This includes five thematic sections focused on: (1) examining place and
identity; (2) politics and instrumentality; (3) the primacy of text and the
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ethics of remixing; (4) the way algorithms and analytics and educational
intent work; and (5) how surveillance culture can be resisted. Their inten-
tion is to build a critical platform for those teaching in online environ-
ments to challenge the instrumentalism of current technology and digital
pedagogical approaches. Several of their key provocations designed to
both challenge and engage include:

* Distance is a positive principle, not a deficit

* Place is different, not less important online

* Many modes matter in representing academic knowledge

¢ Distance is temporal, affective, political, not merely spatial

* Online teaching need not be complicit with the instrumentalisation of
education®®

Digital learning innovations are also providing broader opportunities
to meet the SDGs as a holistic agenda. They can increase students’ under-
standing of the interrelation and interdependence between different SDG
goals and help students build relevant skills and competences. They can
also be used to gain a better idea of the diversity and complexity of prac-
tices around the SDGs through online participation by different groups
of people with different types and levels of SDGs literacy, including
across different parts of a university. In this way they can provide key
tools and platforms for building SDGs-relevant knowledge, competences
and attributes across broad segments of society, particularly during these
uncertain times of global crisis.

In sum, critical engagement with online or digital learning (e-learning)
can support the wider integration of SDGs into university L& T and its
boundary crossing in space and time.” At the same time, it is important
to remember that digital technology also presents a number of issues and
limitations. Besides those mentioned so far, these include the health and
wellbeing impacts of digital overload and social isolation on students
and staff, and the greenhouse gas emissions and other externalities and
resource scarcities exacerbated by inescapable material digital activities.*
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Learning and Teaching Futures

As we have discussed and as this book exemplifies, momentum is rapidly
growing around Zransforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, otherwise known as the SDGs. Laid out by the United
Nations with the endorsement of all 193 of the nations it represents, this
vision calls for concerted, integrated action on environmental sustain-
ability, social justice and prosperity. It makes clear that society is at a key
decision point on multiple intersecting challenges, including climate
change and that how we collectively respond has far-reaching ramifica-
tions. Universities are recognised as having a leading role as agents of
societal change, but they are themselves conflicted and implicated in the
development legacies and innovation trajectories that have resulted in a
‘world of wounds’.

In response, the ‘posthuman turn’ in education for sustainable devel-
opment seeks to re-imagine the pedagogy, practice and research work of
universities as critical assemblage. Central to this is how we can better
engage with the situated knowledge, practices and ideas located at the
nexus of bio (life), geo (earth) and techno (technology). Along with new
modalities of education, posthuman education requires addressing the
wider societal context within which higher education takes place. By
overcoming some of the limits of the enlightenment tradition, posthu-
manism tries to open up new types of ethical engagements for critical
pedagogy in education for sustainable development.

For Carol Taylor and colleagues, posthumanism represents a shift away
from the enlightenment tradition that has focused Western education on
‘the humanist cul-de-sac of individualism, binarism and colonialism” and
the human-nature divide.®’ By challenging curocentrism, masculinism
and anthropocentrism, posthumanism encourages us to move forward
into the complexities and paradoxes of our times. By re-framing the
human endeavour towards realignment with both the vitality of matter
and the more-than-human, posthumanism offers new critical, experi-
mental and creative ways to do higher education differently. As Rosi
Braidotti describes, posthumanism helps us to rethink,
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the historical moment when the Human has become a geological force
capable of affecting all life on this planet and by extension help us to
rethink the basic tenets of our interaction with both human and non-
human agents on a planetary scale.®

Post-digital educator Sian Bayne (mentioned above) points to prob-
lems in conceiving of university education as the process for ‘becoming
fully human’ if we do not take into consideration what this means or
entails. Posthumanism she argues is a framework for thinking beyond the
innate potential of students to the interdisciplinary tensions, synergies
and systems that work together as agencements—‘arrangements endowed
with the capacity of acting in different ways depending on their
configuration’.®

There is a need to critically reflect on the potential for a ‘transforma-
tional’ higher education committed to advancing the SDGs. Embedded
with a critical praxis and building on the work of Education for Sustainable
Development (ESD), transformational L&T approaches on, about and
for the SDGs should not be prescriptive in form or content. Nevertheless,
they are likely to encompass student-driven, interdisciplinary and
boundary-crossing pedagogies and participatory approaches to knowl-
edge, co-creation, generation and acquisition. In contrast to most pur-
portedly apolitical approaches to education, transformational higher
education for the SDGs is a critical, ethical agenda focused on transfor-
mative change-making in multiple arenas to help generate a more sus-
tainable future.

Critical L&T pedagogy and praxis focused on the SDGs does not lend
itself to a neat blueprint for curriculum design and assessment. It requires
instead an approach that John Law refers to as method assemblage: ‘the
process of crafting, bundling together, gathering and enacting presence,
absence and otherness’.%* By this he means bringing together whatever is
needed here in the present, while drawing attention to what is absent,
repressed or hidden. A L& T-focused and SDGs-oriented method assem-
blage will arguably require three exploratory stages.

First, a transformational mapping of the possibilities for SDGs transla-
tion and creation within higher education. Mapping various bodies of

work across SDGs themes and practices helps to address knowledge L& T
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gaps in specific disciplines and research areas. Second, this provides a
basis for undertaking a diagrammatic of the relational forces and tensions
that are in play, as well as the possibilities for effective emergences and
possibilities. Diagramming makes visible the interconnections and rela-
tions between agents (human and non-human) and helps to anticipate
potential conflicts. Finally, directing effort and emphasis towards skezch-
ing specific examples of new L&T assemblages and potentialities that
already exist or might be able to emerge as an iterative and relational
process will provide creative impetus and direction.® Sketching (or imag-
inative thinking) allows for new lines of flight to address the SDGs. As
Jean Hillier argues ‘an analytic cartography inspired by Deleuze and
Guattari can help to understand the micropolitics of power in connec-
tion with broader political, social and environmental structures and con-
ditions of possibility’.

While there are many examples of universities actively or incidentally
seeking to integrate the SDGs into different areas of curricula and L&T,
there is a need to question how ‘useful’ these initiatives are for building
the competences, qualities and attributes that creates the progressive
change needed to address the local and planetary scale issues we currently
face. Many existing L&T initiatives focused on SDGs are top-down
approaches that do not yet fulfil the need for student-led and transforma-
tive approaches of the sort the SDGs call for. There may be uptake around
the SDGs, but often as a new product or discrete topic area, not inte-
grated across L&T as the new modus operandi. As such, while these ‘bright
spot’ initiatives might provide an introduction to students wishing to
engage with the SDGs, they are unlikely to be fundamentally changing
the way that staff or students are learning in practice.

Before designing, implementing or embedding L& T SDGs initiatives,
universities must consider how they want staff and students—indeed the
broader community—to be affected by their educational experience.
Transformational approaches are likely to be future-focused and geared
towards producing twenty-first-century competencies that include criti-
cal thinking and digital literacy skills, as well as systems thinking, values
thinking, action learning, interpersonal skills, strategic management and
integrated reflective practices and problem-solving. The emphasis follow-
ing the critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire is not just on ‘what is the
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content, but ‘how’ L&T in higher education is undertaken, in what ways
and for whom. We would extend this by also asking ‘why’ universities
should embed the SDGs in L&T curriculum within the context of a
rapidly heating and increasingly inequitable planet.

The SDGs as a critical, transformative agenda aims to ‘move us in the
direction of being healthier, safer, more productive individuals, and in a
manner that protects our resources and planet for future generations’.®’
More than a list of problems or just an idea, it is an influential, galvanis-
ing driver of change across sectors. Universities have the opportunity and
capacity to embrace a deep commitment to the SDGs, combined with a
bold, ethical L&T innovation culture. This represents the scaling up, out
and deep of the SDGs agenda from a niche concept into the everyday
practices and ethos of higher education that underpins transformational
sectoral change. Universities have the capacity and public mandate to
lead on the SDGs to 2030 and beyond—the question is, will they?

Notes

1. Shear, Boone W (2019) “Toward an Ontological Politics of Collaborative
Entanglement:  Teaching and Learning as Methods Assemblage”
Collaborative Anthropologies 12(1), p. 50-75.

2. Orr, D (2001) Forward, in Sterling, S, Sustainable Education: Revisioning
learning and change, Schumacher Briefing 6, Foxhole, Green Books for
the Schumacher Society.

3. See https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-
development-goals/goal-4-quality-education.html#targets

4. See SDG 4.7 Education for Sustainable Development and Global
Citizenship,  accessed  online at  https://www.coe.int/en/web/
education/4.7-education-for-sustainable-development-and-global-
citizenship

5. See Bart, M, Michelsen, G, Rieckmann, M and Thomas, I (2016)
Routledge Handbook of Higher Education for Sustainable Development,
New York, Routledge.

6. See discussion of Paulo Freire key concepts—https://www.freire.org/
paulo-freire/concepts-used-by-paulo-freire/

7. Freire, P (1992) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, London, Penguin, p. 4.


https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-4-quality-education.html#targets
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/sustainable-development-goals/goal-4-quality-education.html#targets
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/4.7-education-for-sustainable-development-and-global-citizenship
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/4.7-education-for-sustainable-development-and-global-citizenship
https://www.coe.int/en/web/education/4.7-education-for-sustainable-development-and-global-citizenship
https://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/concepts-used-by-paulo-freire/
https://www.freire.org/paulo-freire/concepts-used-by-paulo-freire/

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

6 Learning and Teaching Matters 199

Shear, Boone W. (2019) “Toward an Ontological Politics of Collaborative
Entanglement:  Teaching and Learning as Methods Assemblage”
Collaborative Anthropologies 12(1), p. 56.

Adapted from Healey, P. (2010) Re-thinking the relations between plan-
ning, state and market in unstable times, in Paolo, P and Vitor, O (Eds.)
Planning in times of uncertainty, FEUP Edicoes, Porto, p. 15.

Macrine, S (2020) Critical pedagogy in uncertain times: Hope and possi-
bilities, London, Palgrave Macmillan.

Shear, Boone W. “Toward an Ontological Politics of Collaborative
Entanglement:  Teaching and Learning as Methods Assemblage”
Collaborative Anthropologies 12(1), p. 75.

Brundtdand Commission (1987) Our Common Future, Oxford, Oxford
University Press

Campbell, S (1996) Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities? Urban
planning and the contradictions of sustainable development, Journal of
the American Planning Association; Summer; 62 (3), p. 296-312.

See Rockstrom, J and Sukhdev, P (2016) https://www.stockholmresil-
ience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-how-food-connects-all-
the-sdgs.html

Fien, ] (2002), Advancing sustainability in higher education: issues and
opportunities for research, Higher education policy, 15, p. 143-152.
Sonetti, G, Brown, M and Naboni, E (2018) About the Triggering of
UN Sustainable Development Goals and Regenerative Sustainability in
Higher Education, Sustainability, 11(254), p. 1-17.

For a discussion of this see Lucas, A (1979) Environment and
Environmental Education: Conceptual issues and curriculum implications,
Melbourne, International Press and Publications. Stetling, S (2009)
Sustainable Education, in Gray, D, Colucci-Gray, L, and Camino, E
(eds.) Science, Society and Sustainability: Education and empowerment for
an uncertain world, London, Routledge, p. 105-18.

Pelling, M, O’brien, K and Matyas, D (2015) Adaptation and
Transformation, Climate Change, 133(1) p. 113-127.

SDSN Australia/Pacific (2017): Getting started with the SDGs in uni-
versities: A guide for universities, higher education institutions, and the
academic sector. Australia, New Zealand and Pacific Edition. Sustainable
Development Solutions Network—Australia/Pacific, Melbourne p. 2.
Rickards et al. (2019) Community resilience.


https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-how-food-connects-all-the-sdgs.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-how-food-connects-all-the-sdgs.html
https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/research-news/2016-06-14-how-food-connects-all-the-sdgs.html

200

21

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.
30.

W. Steele and L. Rickards

Orr, D. (1992). Ecological literacy: Education and the transition to a
postmodern world. Albany: State University of New York Press.

Fien, J (2002) Advancing sustainability in higher education: issues and
opportunities for research, in Higher Education Policy 15(2),
p. 143-152. See also Robottom, I. and Hart, P. (1993). Research in envi-
ronmental education: Engaging the debate. Geelong, Deakin University.
Hegarty, K and Holdsworth, S (2016) Towards a scholarship of curricu-
lum change: From isolated innovation to transformation, in Barth, M,
Michelsen, G, Rieckmann, M and Thomas, I (eds.) Routledge handbook
of Higher Education for Sustainable Development, New York, Routledge.
Bechard, ] (2000). Learning to teach at higher education: the example of
educational innovators. OIPG Research Paper n ° 2000-001, September, 6
Walder, A (2014) The Concept of Pedagogical Innovation in Higher
Education. Education Journal. 3 (3), p. 195-202.

See Zembylas, M (2015) ‘Pedagogy of discomfort and its ethical impli-
cations: the tensions of ethical violence in social justice education, Ehics
and Education, 10(2), p. 163—174; Kester, K, Zembylas, M, Sweeney, L,
Lee, K, Kwon, S and Kwon, J (2019): Reflections on decolonizing peace
education in Korea: a critique and some decolonial pedagogic strategies,
Teaching in Higher Education, access online at https://d1wqtxtslxzle7.
cloudfront.net/60202610/Reflections_on_decolonizing_peace_educa-
tion_in_Korea_a_critique_and_some_decolonial_pedagogic_strat-
egies.pdf

Mula, [, Tulbury, D, Ryan, A, Mader, M, Douha, J, Mader, C, Benayas,
J, Dloughy, J, Alba, D (2017) Catalysing change in higher education for
sustainable development: A review of professional development initia-
tives for university educators, International Journal of Sustainability in
Higher Education, 18(5), p. 798-820.

Filho, L W, Shiel C, Paco A, Mifsud M, Avila LV, Brandli LL, Molthan-
Hill P, Pace P, Azeiteiro UM, Vargas VR, Caciro S (2019) Sustainable
Development Goals and sustainability teaching at universities: Falling
behind or getting ahead of the pack? journal of Cleaner Production,

accessed online at hteps://repositorioaberto.uab.pt/bit-
stream/10400.2/8700/1/LEal201 9.pdf
Ibid.

Machen, R (2018) Towards a critical politics of translation: (Re)-
producing hegemonic climate governance, Environment and Planning

E—Nature and Space, 1(4), p. 494-515.


https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/60202610/Reflections_on_decolonizing_peace_education_in_Korea_a_critique_and_some_decolonial_pedagogic_strategies.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/60202610/Reflections_on_decolonizing_peace_education_in_Korea_a_critique_and_some_decolonial_pedagogic_strategies.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/60202610/Reflections_on_decolonizing_peace_education_in_Korea_a_critique_and_some_decolonial_pedagogic_strategies.pdf
https://d1wqtxts1xzle7.cloudfront.net/60202610/Reflections_on_decolonizing_peace_education_in_Korea_a_critique_and_some_decolonial_pedagogic_strategies.pdf
https://repositorioaberto.uab.pt/bitstream/10400.2/8700/1/LEal2019.pdf
https://repositorioaberto.uab.pt/bitstream/10400.2/8700/1/LEal2019.pdf

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.
36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.
42.

6 Learning and Teaching Matters 201

Machen, R (2018) Impact from critical research: what might it look like
and what support is required? LSE Blog, 4th September, accessed on
hteps://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/09/04/
impact-from-critical-research-what-might-it-look-like-and-what-
support-is-required/

Connell, R (2019) 7he Good University: What universities actually do and
why its time for radical change, Melbourne, University of Monash Press.
Agbedahin, A.V. (2019), “Sustainable development, Education for
Sustainable Development, and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development: Emergence, efficacy, eminence, and future”, Sustainable
Development, Vol. 27 No. 4, pp. 669-80.

Mawonde, A. and Togo, M. (2019), “Implementation of SDGs at the
University of South Africa”, International Journal of Sustainability in
Higher Education, Vol. 20 No. 5, pp. 932-50.

Filho, W (Ed) (2018) Implementing Sustainability in the Curriculum of
Universities: Approaches, methods and projects, Springer Nature.

Barry, A., G. Born and G. Weszkalnys (2008). Logics of interdisciplinar-
ity. Economy and Society 37: p. 20—49.

Brugmann, R., Cote, N., Postma, N., Shaw, E. A., Pal, D. and Robinson,
J. B. (2019), “Expanding Student Engagement in Sustainability: Using
SDG- and CEL-Focused Inventories to Transform Curriculum at the
University of Toronto”, Sustainability, Vol. 11 No. 2.

See Buil-Fabrega, M., Casanovas, M. M., Ruiz-Munzon, N. and Leal,
W. (2019), “Flipped Classroom as an Active Learning Methodology in
Sustainable Development Curricula”, Sustainability, Vol. 11 No. 17;
Melles, G. and Paixao-Barradas, S. (2019), “Sustainable Design Literacy:
Developing and Piloting Sulitest Design Module”, Chakrabarti, A. (Ed.),
Research into Design for a Connected World, Springer Singapore, Singapore,
pp- 539-49.

Barth, M. and Burandt, S. (2013), “Adding the “e-” to Learning for
Sustainable Development: Challenges and innovation”, Sustainability,
Vol. 5, pp. 2609-22.

Miller, R., (2018). Transforming the future: anticipation in the 21st cen-
tury. London, Taylor & Francis.

Ibid., p. 42.

Blades, G (2019) Walking Practices withl/in Nature(s) as Ecopedagogy in
Outdoor Environmental Education: An Autophenomenographic Study,


https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/09/04/impact-from-critical-research-what-might-it-look-like-and-what-support-is-required/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/09/04/impact-from-critical-research-what-might-it-look-like-and-what-support-is-required/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/09/04/impact-from-critical-research-what-might-it-look-like-and-what-support-is-required/

202

43.

44.
45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

W. Steele and L. Rickards

unpublished PhD thesis, School of Education, College of Arts, Social
Sciences and Commerce, La Trobe University, Victoria, Australia.
SDSN Australia/Pacific (2017): Getting started with the SDGs in uni-
versities: A guide for universities, higher education institutions, and the
academic sector. Australia, New Zealand and Pacific Edition. Sustainable
Development Solutions Network—Australia/Pacific, Melbourne

Ibid., p. 13.

Demssie, Y. N., Wesselink, R., Biemans, H. J. A. and Mulder, M. (2019),
“Think outside the European box: Identifying sustainability competen-
cies for a base of the pyramid context”, Journal of Cleaner Production,
Vol. 221, pp. 828-38.

Moon, C. J., Walmsley, A. and Apostolopoulos, N. 2018, “Governance
implications of the UN higher education sustainability initiative”,
Corporate Governance—the International Journal of Business in Society,
Vol. 18 No. 4, pp. 624-34.

See Boluk, K. A., Cavaliere, C. T., and Dufly, L. N. (2019), “A pedagogi-
cal framework for the development of the critical tourism citizen”,
Journal of Sustainable Tourism, Vol. 27 No. 7, pp. 865-881, Strakovi,
Z. and Cimermanovd, I. (2018), “Critical Thinking Development-A
Necessary Step in Higher Education Transformation towards
Sustainability”, Sustainability, Vol. 10 No. 10. Zamora-Polo, E and
Sanchez-Martin, J. (2019), “Teaching for a Better World. Sustainability
and Sustainable Development Goals in the Construction of a Change-
Maker University”, Sustainability, Vol. 11 No. 15.

Riechmann, M., Mindt, L. and Gardiner, S. (2017), Education for
Sustainable  Development  Goal:  Learning  Objectives, UNESCO,
Paris, p. 10.

Zamora-Polo, E, Sanchez-Martin, J., Corrales-Serrano, M. and Espejo-
Antunez, L. (2019), “What Do University Students Know about
Sustainable Development Goals? A Realistic Approach to the Reception
of this UN Program Amongst the Youth Population”, Sustainability, Vol.
11 No. 13.

Graham, S. and S. Marvin (2001). Splintering Urbanism: networked
infrastructures, technological mobilities and the urban condition. London,
Routledge.

Gandy, M (2005) Cyborg Urbanization: Complexity and Monstrosity in
the Contemporary City. International Journal of Urban and Regional
Research 29.1 (2005): 26—49.



52.

53.

54.

55.
56.

57.

58.
59.

6 Learning and Teaching Matters 203

See Ahel, O. and Lingenau, K. (2020), “Opportunities and Challenges
of Digitalization to Improve Access to Education for Sustainable
Development in Higher Education”, Leal Filho, W., Salvia, A.L.,
Pretorius, R.W., Brandli, LL, Manolas, E., Alves, E, Azeiteiro, U.,
Rogers, J., Shiel, C. and Do Paco, A. (Eds), Universities as Living Labs for
Sustainable Development: Supporting the Implementation of the Sustainable
Development — Goals, Springer International Publishing, Cham,
pp- 341-56; Bell, S., Douce, C., Caeiro, S., Teixeira, A., Martin-Aranda,
R. and Otto, D. (2017), “Sustainability and distance learning: a diverse
European experience?”, Open Learning: The Journal of Open, Distance
and e-Learning, Vol. 32 No. 2, pp. 95-102; Gallagher, S. (2018),
“Development Education on a Massive Scale: Evaluations and Reflections
on a Massive Open Online Course on Sustainable Development”, Policy
& Practice: A Development Education Review, Vol. 26, Spring,
pp- 122-140.

Barth, M. and Burandt, S. (2013), “Adding the “e-” to Learning for
Sustainable Development: Challenges and Innovation”, Sustainability,
Vol. 5, pp. 2609-22.

Gallagher, S. (2018), “Development Education on a Massive Scale:
Evaluations and Reflections on a Massive Open Online Course on
Sustainable Development”, Policy & Practice: A Development Education
Review, Vol. 26, Spring, pp. 122-140.

Ibid.

Ahel, O. and Lingenau, K. (2020), “Opportunities and Challenges of
Digitalization to Improve Access to Education for Sustainable
Development in Higher Education”, Leal Filho, W., Salvia, A.L,,
Pretorius, RW, Brandli, LL, Manolas, E ., Alves, E, Azciteiro, U., Rogers,
J., Shiel, C. and Do Paco, A. (Eds), Universities as Living Labs for
Sustainable Development: Supporting the Implementation of the Sustainable
Development  Goals, Springer International Publishing, Cham,
pp- 341-56.

Bayne, S, Evans, B Ewins, R, Knox, J, Lamb, J, McLeod, O’Shea, C,
Ross, J, Sheail, P, Sinclair, C (2020) 7he Manifesto for Teaching Online,
Cambridge, MIT Press.

Ibid.

Leire, C., McCormick, K., Richter, J. L., Arnfalk, . and Rodhe,
H. (2016), “Online teaching going massive: input and outcomes”,
Journal of Cleaner Production, Vol. 123, pp. 230-3.



204

60

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

W. Steele and L. Rickards

McLean, J. (2019). Changing digital geographies: Technologies, environ-
ments and people, Springer Nature.

Taylor, C (2019) Posthumanism and Higher Education: Reimagining
Pedagogy, Practice and Research, London, Palgrave.

Ibid.

Ross, J., Bayne, S., Lamb, ]. 2019, ‘Critical approaches to valuing digital
education: learning with and from the Manifesto for Teaching Online’,
Digital Culture & Education, 11(1), pp. 22-35.

Law, ] (2004) After Method: Mess in Social Science Research, London,
Routledge.

Deleuze, G and Guattari, E 1987. A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and
Schizophrenia. London: Athlone Press.

See Hillier, J. 2007. Stretching Beyond the Horizon: a Multiplanar Theory
of Spatial Planning and Governance. Ashgate: Aldershot; Hillier, J. 2011
Strategic Navigation across Multiple Planes: towards a Deleuzean-
inspired Methodology for Strategic Spatial Planning Zown Planning
Review, vol. 82: p. 503-527. Hillier, ] (2015) Strategic Navigation.,
EspacesTemps.net, Travaux, accessed at https://www.espacestemps.net/
articles/strategic-navigation/ on 12/10/2017.

See Sustainable Development Goals accessed on https://sdgs.un.org/goals


http://espacestemps.net
https://www.espacestemps.net/articles/strategic-navigation/
https://www.espacestemps.net/articles/strategic-navigation/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals

Check for
updates

2
7

What Does Success Look Like?

The Black Box of Transformative Change

Central to the SDGs as a critical framework and agenda for universities
is the concept of transformation—deep change that can be forced or cho-
sen, or somewhere in between.! To be for’ transformational change is not
to be undiscerning or naive. Like the concept of resilience discussed in
Chap. 3, transformation is far from ‘apolitical, inevitable, or universally
beneficial’.? By virtue of the fact that it can involve painful transitions
and has ‘the potential to produce significant material and discursive con-
sequences’,’ including involuntary ones, transformation can have a dark
side. Yet, when the status quo is untenable or under threat, transformation
can be the best option. And when the szatus quo is tolerable but far from
as good as it could be, transformation can also be the best option.

Both of these situations describe the transformational change called for
by the SDGs. The SDG agenda makes clear that transformation is needed
to not only redress intolerable inequities and reduce catastrophic risks
(risks that threaten to impose swift and deadly transformations if unheeded)
but also lift ambitions and enhance the presence of positives such as qual-
ity education. The centrality of education to the SDG agenda, as outlined
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in Chap. 6, is one of the many reasons why the SDG agenda holds such
far-reaching implications for higher education. Others include the crucial
role of research in SDG problems and action; the ability of universities to
facilitate connections between sectors, to work internationally and to
influence public discourse; the impact of universities as large investors and
real estate managers; and the diversity and size of the groups and perspec-
tives they encompass. All aspects and parts of higher education are impli-
cated in the SDG agenda as both enabler and target of change.

The SDGs have swiftly amplified the importance of universities—and
many other institutions and organisations—by underlining the need for
the sort of positive social and environmental outcomes they are often
uncritically presumed to produce, and by shifting the narrative around
sustainable futures from being ‘over there’ to something everybody needs
to create here/now. At the same time, the SDGs call universities and its
individuals to account. More than just continuing our existing good
work, those of us in universities are called upon to acknowledge our role
in perpetuating problems and slowing progress, whether by sustaining
barriers to integration and inclusion or remaining invested in aggressively
unsustainable development. To contribute to transformational change in
society we need to provoke the same kinds of changes in higher education.*

The case of universities makes clear that it is not only which organisations
or sectors are involved in implementing the SDG agenda, it is how—in
what ways and to what effect—are they are involved. Universities are already
active on the SDGs but in many cases not to the extent or in the ways that
are most needed. In a sense, it has been too easy for them. Universities are a
natural fit with the SDG agenda thanks to their established expert role,
contemporary interest in research impact, and long-standing commitment
to the public nature, role and contribution of higher education. While
this deeply reciprocal relationship between universities and the SDGs can
lead to complacency, it also radically heightens the implications of the SDGs
for universities. It opens up numerous ‘lines of flight’ for linking academic
service/scholarship/advocacy/activism to broader societal and political
futures and imaginaries to help shape here-to-fore unknown possibilities.

Fournier describes these lines of flight as the elusive moments when
change happens when cracks in the often tightly controlled and circum-
scribed status quo open new spaces of critique and opportunity.” The
future outcomes of such change are often unclear because ‘lines of flight
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are not headed on any particular trajectory’.® They are instead beginnings
and possibilities, future-oriented but not reductively so, constantly cir-
cling back to reappraise the past and ever-changing present.

One of the cracks that are now opening up as a result of the SDG
agenda are hard questions about the role of universities in sustainable
development—past, present and future. As Boaventura de Sousa Santos
argues, universities are ‘undergoing—as much as the rest of contempo-
rary societies—a period of paradigmatic transition ... and it’s as impor-
tant to look back as to look forward’.” This refers to the need to look: (1)
backwards to understand how growth and development have brought
largely unrecognised costs as well as opportunities; (2) at the present to
see how collective action is beginning to, or could navigate and mitigate
the effects of unsustainable growth; and (3) envisage a future in which
sustainable development permeates all elements of the university includ-
ing its leadership, daily practices, culture and overall impact (see Fig. 7.1).®
Attention to these three interrelated time frames enables universities—
and by extension, wider society—to address the crucial challenge of how
to acknowledge, repair and avoid repeating the mistakes of the past. That
is—it allows them to learn and transform.

In this chapter we explore how universities can face this challenge by
revisiting the matrix framework for transformative change in higher edu-
cation we introduced in Chap. 1. In particular, we juxtapose the domi-
nant model of university SDG success based on metrics and indicators

Past
to understand how
growth and
development has
brought with it costs, as
well as opportunities

Fig. 7.1 Universities and the SDGs—past, present and future
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with growing calls within and beyond universities to re-imagine what
success looks like, including success linked to SDG action. We argue that
beyond adding a list of new metrics, the SDG agenda in higher education
needs to be framed as part of a broader quest for ‘the good university’ that
seeks to build sustainable and just societies that are able to co-exist within
a flourishing, healthy planet. We conclude by highlighting the need for
intentionality in relation to transformative change as critical to what
notions of success might look like—not as a blueprint plan, but as a
deep-learning process for universities around ‘becoming sustainable’.

Shifting from Disengagement

All institutions and groups are inevitably helping shape the implementa-
tion of the global SDG agenda, even if they choose to do nothing (i.c.
remain disengaged). The question is not so much whether or not they
actively engage, but how they do so and whether they can do more to help
cultivate the SDGs transformative potential. Empty, self-serving engage-
ment with the SDG agenda is one reason the agenda is dismissed by some
groups as merely rhetorical, or what Ruth Levitas would call a ‘compensa-
tory utopia—an image of the future designed to ‘educate desire’ and
guide critiques of the present, but not actually generate change. In con-
trast, we argue, the SDG agenda offers a practical utopia, one ‘intended
as goals, as real projects’.” Such utopias in action rely on three prerequi-
sites: awareness that society can be changed by human agency (a transfor-
mative insight itself, as discussed above); a belief that progress or better
worlds are possible; and an absence of fatalism.'

A fatalistic worldview is one in which people feel society is rigidly con-
trolled, fixed and selfish. It can be a natural outcome of profoundly dis-
empowering experiences, of the sort common to many groups in the
world. Yet, as Levitas argues, the widespread, arguably growing, preva-
lence of fatalism in society is a barrier to practical utopian action. While
a contemporary sense of the world being in decline (environmentally,
socially) challenges utopian projects, it ‘is not in itself an obstacle to uto-
pianism’. Rather, ‘it is fatalism that is the key issue’ because in denying
that society can be profoundly altered, ‘much of the motive for the con-
struction of utopias as goals is lost’ and so too is their ‘transformative
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element’." The key, Levitas concludes, is cultivating a hope and belief in
our own individual and collective agency so that the transition appears
practically possible. This is not the job of the utopian vision itself but of
the fields of action where change is needed. Hope needs to be ‘invested in
an agency capable of transformation’.!?

The uneven distribution of agency across society is not merely a matter
of mental outlook or ‘attitude’, it is itself a reflection of the deeply ineq-
uitable structures and systems that the SDGs are trying to improve.
While individuals’ sense of agency and actual power is far from deter-
mined by their social position, some groups are privileged with more
influence over our social systems than others. Mediating individuals’
agency for better or worse are institutions. While unfashionable, institu-
tions enable as well as constrain our agency, they ‘hold us in time and
they connect us to each other ... they are part of explaining what has
gone wrong, and central to working out what we might do to make it
right’."

Universities can be agency-generating institutions thanks to the plat-
form, gateway and resources they offer. Moreover, universities believe in
and symbolise human agency and social improvement—this is their core
developmental nature. Although this aspirational element has been per-
verted by capitalism, as Tamson Pietsch notes: “Universities still work
with an understanding of time and human capacity that stretches beyond
the frames of annual reports, funding cycles, government elections or
even of individual careers’.* For this reason, universities are a vital field
of action for working on utopian projects such as the SDGs.

Although many of us within universities frequently feel despair and
perhaps fatalistic about our own agency, as institutions based on a devel-
opmental vision of a better future, universities do have a special capacity
to demonstrate that desired futures can be generated through practical
action. In doing so, they can help cultivate a wider belief that such change
is possible, helping enable the SDG project in a profound, indirect way.
To play this wider catalytic role, however, they need to ensure that they
help expand and diversify the field of action for SDG engagement. They
need to work with a wide range of groups within and beyond their walls
in an equitable and encouraging way, ensuring that their conservative and
elitist tendencies do not perpetuate the sort of heavy bureaucratic feel
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that threatens to lock the utopian vision of the SDGs into the realm of
empty rhetoric and cynicism.

In Chap. 1 we outlined four possible scenarios for how universities
might engage with the SDGs and our arguments for why universities
should take the option of transformative change (i.e. Deep, Ethical and
Bold Engagement) seriously (see Fig. 7.2). The scenarios are structured
around the two axes of commitment (from shallow to deep) and ethical
innovation (from conventional to bold). Together they provide a useful
heuristic tool for thinking through options for the university and their
implications. In particular, they prompt reflection around two key ques-
tions: How deeply will the university commit to the SDGs—now and
into the future? How bold and ethical will the innovation culture be—in
what areas, why, when and by whom? We return to consider these sce-
narios in the following sections of the chapter.

Structural constraints: LOW
Innovation culture: BOLD
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Fig. 7.2 Four possible scenarios for university engagement with the SDGs, over-
laid with the four worldviews of Cultural Theory
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There is an important alignment here between these scenarios of SDG
engagement and the Cultural Theory framework that distinguishes four
worldviews on the basis of two similar axes: group ethos and degree of
structural order (referred to in the theory as how ‘grid-like’ society is) as
outlined in Fig. 7.2. A strong group ethos and sense of moral commit-
ment to others encourage in institutions a strong commitment to a col-
lective goal, particularly one oriented at assisting others. Conversely, a
weak group ethos encourages only shallow institutional commitment. A
belief in or sense of strongly structured social order encourages standardi-
sation and compliance and thus a conventional innovation culture, while
a sense of low structural constraints encourages a culture of bold innova-
tion. What this means is that which scenario a given university gravitates
towards in its engagement with the SDGs likely reflects which underly-
ing worldview is dominant within it. Critically reflecting on such world-
views and becoming conscious and adept at shifting between them is a
powerful way of understanding and positively shifting systems.

To recap from Chap. 1 and explain the link to worldviews, the details
of these four scenarios are outlined below:

* Disengaged: The first scenario represents a shallow institutional com-
mitment and conventional innovation culture. In this situation, a uni-
versity may initiate work on the SDGs, but it stagnates and fades over
time, withering away to become just one of a number of reporting
requirements and past enthusiasms. Individuals striving to do things
differently are implicitly discouraged and will likely move on to other
more open-minded institutions or develop a sense of fatalism about
their institution’s and the university sector’s contribution to the SDGs.
If many universities adopt a Disengaged stance, their inherent poten-
tial to counter fatalism by building not just human capabilities but
faith in them will be quickly eroded, allowing the SDG agenda overall
to be more easily dismissed as merely wishful thinking.

* Tolerant. The second scenario combines a shallow institutional com-
mitment with a bold innovation culture. The tolerance pathway frames
the SDGs as a specialist topic that some staff, students and partners are
interested in and may be doing creative and important things with.
But those actively working on the SDGs are largely left to their own
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devices in keeping with an institutional culture of competitive indi-
vidualism. To the extent they succeed, it is despite not because of the
institution, likely nurtured by niches of radical innovation that at least
partially exceed the university (e.g. bold experiments with like-minded
partners in government, business and community). The tolerance
afforded SDG work stems not from a belief in or even understanding
of the SDGs but rather from a blanket belief in any and all innovation,
as well as an institutional structure underpinned by an individualistic
worldview.

e Paternalism: In the third scenario a deeper institutional commitment
is combined with a conventional innovation culture. In this scenario
the university works to embed the SDG agenda as a strategic priority
from the top down across its four core functions of research, educa-
tion, governance and operations, and external leadership. It takes the
SDG agenda seriously as a moral obligation, reflecting an inherent
group ethos both in terms of a sense of the institution as a single and
special entity that ought to have a coordinated approach, and in terms
of performing the university’s role as a benevolent, elite institution
within society. However, this engagement with the SDG agenda may
be driven by a desire to (be seen to) be doing the right thing as a
responsible institution more than a deep belief in the need to, or pos-
sibility of, revitalising sustainable development as a transformative
agenda per se. A paternalistic approach to the SDGs reflects an under-
lying Hierarchical worldview of the sort both universities and SDGs
are renown for in some quarters.

* Transformational: The final scenario—and the one we support in this
book—combines a deep institutional commitment to SDG action
with a bold, ethical innovation culture willing and able to drive trans-
formational change. It aims to rapidly transition the university and
wider world onto a more sustainable, socially just pathway. This insti-
tutional commitment is deep, bold and pioneering, showcasing and
sharing different epistemological understandings and pedagogical
practices, underpinned by visionary leadership, resources and support.
The Transformational approach reflects and cultivates an underlying
Egalitarian worldview that appreciates the multiple, dynamic, far-
reaching relationships that make up the world and universities’ multi-
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dimensional role within it. It is a scenario that exposes and calls out
the stifling effects of more fatalistic, individualistic and hierarchical
outlooks, underlining the importance of worldviews to the sort of sys-
tems change and ‘attentive innovation’ that the SDGs require.

These scenarios are not prescriptive and within each of the four sce-
narios there are multiple opportunities for taking pathways towards
embedding a transformative SDGs agenda. As an internal agenda, the
identification and calling out of institutional disengagement, rolerance or
paternalism, for example, may be an important impetus for shifting the
status quo from apathy and stagnation, ad hoc activities or tokenistic
SDG-flavoured activities. Given the deadening effect of fatalism on
implementation of utopian visions such as the SDGs, we especially want
to underline the dangers of a Disengaged stance to the SDGs. For institu-
tions (and individuals) in the Disengaged scenario, evolution towards a
Paternalistic or Tolerant approach can be an important step forward.
Both of the latter encourage positive actions of the sort we describe and
can therefore help transition an institution towards a more
Transformational style of engagement—one that engages with the SDGs
deeply, ethically and boldly as the institution works with its wider com-
munity to tackle the ‘big’ issues, cultivating internal transformations as a
catalyst for greater external impact, engagement and change.

For universities to build a transformative agenda around the SDGs,
they need to nurture niche initiatives while fostering wider change, work-
ing with key decision makers to embed the SDGs in structures and pro-
cesses, and create synergies across these. Guiding the sort of reflective

approach needed are, we suggest, three broad principles for addressing
the SDGs:

* Reframe the agenda—«critically engaging with the transformative
agenda of the SDGs, working towards positive impact and engage-
ment that shifts the status quo;

* Remake the matrix—looking past obvious isolated cases of positive
pro-SDG initiatives to considering the rest (main body) of what the
University does and asking difficult but vital questions about how it is
contributing to unsustainable development;
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* Nurture niches—encouraging, enabling and protecting the incubation
of new ideas, approaches and publics.

How successful a university is in these endeavours is, then, a key ques-
tion. So too is the related question of how a university measures and
evaluates its success. There are a number of ways in which universities
might assess their success with the SDGs—formally or informally; quan-
titatively or qualitatively; across the institution or specific to a particular
course, project or programme. The list is endless and reflects the way suc-
cess is defined and negotiated within specific institutional settings and
communities. This reflects, in turn, what sort of worldview is dominant.
Different scenarios of university SDG engagement (e.g. Paternalism,
Tolerance) are likely to define and measure success very differently. In the
subsequent sections we illustrate this through cases of existing and pos-
sible techniques, such as Voluntary University Reviews (VURs).

Towards Paternalism

To move beyond Disengagement, one of the most common approaches
is to begin to engage with the SDGs ‘formally’. Besides officially signing
on to the SDG agenda via UN processes, this includes engagement with
the particular goals, targets and indicators the agenda lays out. In accor-
dance with the good governance approach encouraged by SDG 17 on
partnerships and implementation, this involves monitoring and evaluat-
ing progress. A wide range of data has become a proxy for success in
progressing towards the goals and a consequent guide for decision-mak-
ing about the ongoing allocation of resources and investments.

In situations such as the SDGs where there is a plethora of data that
could be collected, it can be useful to use an indicator framework—a ‘set of
rules for gathering and organising data so they can be assigned meaning’."
Unsurprisingly, the formal SDG agenda proposes a specific set of indica-
tors (231 of them) to guide data collection about progress towards its goals
and targets. It is important to note two things about this turn to data and
indicators. First of all, it predates the SDGs by a long way. Notably, mod-
ern universities are a/ready strongly governed by metrics and saturated with
indicators, reflecting the roll out of a neoliberal New Public Management
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governance style since the 1970s to make institutions of all sorts more
business-like. Combined with the plethora of metrics associated with the
research excellence agenda, this means that universities now use an array of
indicator frameworks to establish empirically based assessments and guide
decision-making, notably investment decisions.

Metric-based approaches to governance can be valuable. For instance,
advantages of using indicators include compiling baseline data around a
particular topic; improving decision-making processes and current prac-
tices; and enabling changes within communities to be tracked over time.'¢
However, technical or administrative methods such as indicators are never
‘innocent or purely technical’.!” They are infused with values, assump-
tions and biases and can create powerful unintended and/or unjust out-
comes. In universities, the rise of an ‘audit culture’ has been met with
fierce criticism from many academics who have pointed out that the
‘mania for constant assessment’'® has created perverse effects and the
entrenchment of managerial power at the expense of academic freedom,
trust and collegiality. Russell Craig and colleagues assert that ‘audit-based
university performance management systems’ have a ‘psychotic potential’,
perversely rendering ‘much academic effort less effective’.!” Critical reflec-
tion and care is thus needed in using indicators, even or especially when
they seem highly mundane, standard and commonsensical.

Indicators vary in nature and type and there is no universal model of
what constitutes a ‘good’ indicator. They evolve from different disciplines
that tend to ‘approach the problems of measurement and tracking from
different perspectives’.?’ For example, indicators could be strictly quanti-
tative and based on measurable data sources. In the case of learning and
teaching, indicators could be developed by studying the number of pro-
grammes and courses that specifically mention or address a topic through
course curriculum records. They can also be qualitative and based on
student and staff perceptions of an issue. For example, a curriculum map-
ping exercise could be complemented with insights about people’s per-
ceptions of content and its applicability to real-world contexts.

Developing indicators that are meaningful and useful is not easy.
Research and guidance on the rigorous development, practical applica-
tion and monitoring of indicator frameworks is still evolving.?! A mixed
methods approach to indicators that combines social observation and
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multiple sources of secondary data is often encouraged. Coulton and
Korbin argue that irrespective of the type of indicator used, they must be
able to be calculated or assessed with reasonable accuracy, and the data
must be easily available and cost-effective. Importantly, they suggest that
indicators ‘have to be practical and should have implications for action—
whether it is to drive change or preserve the status quo’.*

Traditionally indicators have been divided into three quite different
types: economic, environmental and social. Economic indicators have
been the most dominant and have typically addressed national elements
such as employment, production, growth and inflation.”® Environmental
indicators refer predominantly to elements that relate to ecosystem pro-
cesses and functions such as water, energy and the assessment of environ-
mental impacts.?* Social indicators have emerged more recently to assess
social conditions and changes as well as shifts in urban conditions. Social
indicators are often tied to notions of wellbeing for both individuals and
society and these indicators have proven to be more difficult to develop
and measure wellbeing directly, given how tricky it is to ‘translate or oper-
ationalise abstract concepts (e.g. health, safety) into measurable terms’.°

Integrated indicators are those that do not fall neatly into the conven-
tional economic, social or environmental categories. ‘Sustainability’,
‘healthy cities’ and ‘quality of life’ have evolved as integrated indicators.
These indicators attempt to address the complex nature of their subject
matter. Due to their very nature, these socially orientated indicators raise
ideological and ethical issues around their role and usage, as well as their
relationship to the real world. Their development thus requires a trans-
parent understanding of the conceptual models and underlying theories
that have guided the translation of the abstract into something more
concrete.

International development has been far from immune to the ‘new
world order’ of audit culture.”® Monitoring and evaluation of develop-
ment projects is now a professional field in its own right. Ironically, how-
ever, it is in this world of randomised controlled trials and globalised
indicators that the politics and partiality of indicators have become espe-
cially apparent, reflecting and intensifying the wider politicisation of
development.
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A critical review of targets for the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) outlined how indicators act ‘as a technology of governance’
and able to exert powerful influence by: (1) setting performance stan-
dards against which progress can be monitored, rewarded or penalised,
and (2) creating a ‘knowledge effect’ where the indicators intended to
reflect a concept effectively act to redefine it.*” The review concluded that
there have been ‘many unfortunate, largely unintended, consequences of
simplification which framed development as a process of delivering con-
crete and measurable outcomes’.”® These included:

¢ Diverting attention from important objectives and challenges

¢ Creating a silo effect

¢ Providing unintended incentives by setting the bar too low

* Designing indicators that were conceptually narrow, vertically struc-
tured and heavily reliant on technological solutions, neglecting the
need for social change

¢ Framing the concept of development as a set of basic need outcomes,
rather than as a process of transformative change in economic, social

and political structures.”

More broadly, as Diana Liverman points out, the normalisation of
indicators in international development work is argued to legitimate neo-
liberal processes and calculative practices, and bias development invest-
ments towards those targets thought to be the most amenable to
measurement.*

The strong emphasis on indicators in the SDGs framework supports
a culture of ‘governance by indicators’, accelerating trends in quantifica-
tion and the use of ‘governing by goals’ to steer the production of evi-
dence and knowledge for policy. This includes the use of SDG-based
indicators among universities that are arguably predisposed towards gov-
ernance by data. The related indicator-based approach to the SDGs reso-
nates with the Paternalistic engagement scenario we outlined above.
While it does offer subversive potential (as we discuss below), it is also
one that demands ongoing care and vigilance within the context of higher
education.
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Reorienting Indicators of University Performance
Towards the SDGs

The use of indicators to embed the SDGs into higher education is a newly
emerging agenda that has been gaining momentum as universities around
the world formally commit to advancing the SDGs (see SDSN Australia/
Pacific 2017; GUNI 2018; HESI 2019). An example is the Proposal of
indicators to embed the SDGs into Institutional Quality Assessment by the
Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education of Andorra (AQUA) in
collaboration with the Aragon Agency for Quality Assurance and Strategic
Foresight in Higher Education (ACPUA), undertaken as part of the proj-
ect ‘Making connections between the institutional evaluation and the
sustainable development goals’.?' The aim of the proposal is to develop a
whole-of-institution dialogue and strategic approach to connect an insti-
tution’s quality assurance framework with the SDGs across all aspects of
higher education. The framework builds on lessons learnt from quality
assessment around Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) initia-
tives and is designed to assist universities with:

e Interpreting the SDGs in their higher education context;

* Identifying quality concerns that are relational to embedding the SDGs
in higher education; and

* Developing indicators that could be used to improve, as well as assess,
an institution’s quality performance.

The framework is not confined specifically to the SDGs but focuses
more broadly on sustainability and sustainable development and how
this relates to the SDGs transformative agenda. The process is intended
to be collaborative, focused on leadership and management, learning and
teaching, research and knowledge exchange, staff and student experience,
campus management, partnerships and outreach. A selected summary of
one component of the indicator framework—Governance and Strategy—
provides a guide for the focus and is outlined in Table 7.1.

In seeking to embed the SDGs into the institutional quality assess-
ment of universities, the AQUA_ACPUA proposal seeks to move beyond
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Table 7.1 Embedding the SDGs in higher education through an indicator frame-
work—example of AQUA and ACPUA's governance and strategy framework

Components Indicators Assessment criteria
Governance 1.1 The SDGs form part of the Evidence is submitted to
and strategy  institution’s governance confirm that:
framework and implementation (a) The University Council
is reported in a transparent or Senate has explicitly
manner. committed to
sustainability and the
SDGs

(b) The Executive has
explicitly committed to
Sustainability and the

SDGs
1.2 The SDGs are included in Evidence is submitted to
university strategic documents confirm that:
as well as the University’s (a) The strategic
planning cycle. framework or plan of
the university recognises
the SDGs

(b) SDGs are embedded in
the planning cycle

(c) SDGs are embedded in
the targets of the
strategic framework or

plan
1.3 The implementation of SDGs  Evidence is submitted to
is monitored and evaluated in confirm that:
line with targets and outcomes  (a) There is monitoring
identified in the strategic and evaluation in place
documents. (b) The outcomes of the

evaluation inform the
strategic work of the

University
1.4 Leading practice in Evidence is submitted to
implementing SDGs is confirm that:
recognised through internal and (a) Staff have been
external awards. recognised internally

with a certificate/prize/
seed funding, promotion

(b) Leading practice
examples have been
recognised by an
external award scheme
or similar
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compliance to include stakeholder participation in the development and
implementation of initiatives. The intention is to recognise that an SDGs
indicator framework is not a linear but a reflexive and circular process:
one that fosters learning and innovation rather than compliance. A
review of the initiative concludes:

Those leading the project were concerned that the SDGs could result in
compartmentalization of sustainability and superficial exploration, as
many would be tempted to limit their engagement to an audit or tick-box
exercise. However, the project experience has shown how the SDGs have
acted as doorways eliciting interest in sustainability, originally via thematic
pathways that look familiar and interesting to participants, giving value
and recognition to existing efforts, but which then join up with other the-
matic concerns (or objectives) to construct an integrated or holistic frame-
work for sustainability. In the stakeholders’ own words, the project had

‘shone a light on new pathways’ and ignited ‘a flame of interest’ amongst
stakeholders.?

Despite the increasing uptake of indicators and goals as success mea-
sures for the SDGs, their definition, measurability and outcomes remain
highly contentious and tricky. Maria Kaika powerfully argues that, if
approached as techno-managerialism, indicators can act as a form of soci-
etal immunology, neutralising the potential for real change and discour-
aging the sort of ‘dissensus practices that act as living indicators of what
urgently needs to be addressed’.*

We agree that indicators can be dangerous and vastly insufficient on
their own. However, it is important not to mistake the question of
whether to govern university action on the SDGs using indicators with
the question of whether universities should be governed by indicators.
The latter is already the case and ultimately we may wish to overcome this
completely. In the meantime, SDG-based indicators offer a way of decen-
tring existing indicators—such as those that make visible only research
publications, journal rankings, research income and the number of stu-
dents. SDG-based indicators can push universities to look past such arte-
facts to the better world envisaged by the SDG agenda.
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In other words, while the question of whether universities should be so
heavily governed by data remains an important one—given that they are,
then using new more progressive indicators can in certain circumstances
be a step in the right direction, especially if it helps shift an institution
from the Disengaged space or helps generate support for the otherwise
neglected hard work on SDGs by some university members. AQUA and
ACPUA’s approach demonstrates that an indicator framework does not
have to be an end in itself but can be a way of flagging issues of concern,
in this case, progress around the SDGs.

The highly mainstream new 7Zimes Higher Education Impact Rankings
also illustrates some of the subversive potential of SDG-based indicators.
University ranking processes exemplify and drive the hierarchical, com-
petitive developmentality that now characterises higher educa-
tion. The Impact Rankings are similarly a hierarchical global performance
table. In contrast to other rankings, though, this one assesses universities
against the SDGs using indicators across three broad areas: research, out-
reach and stewardship.

* Research: to what extent is the university creating knowledge to
address the world’s problems?

* Stewardship: to what extent is the university managing resources and
teaching well, and enacting the ‘good’ university?

* Outreach: to what extent is the university directly acting in society to
help meet the SDGs?

By introducing a qualitative distinction between research that is, and
is not, ‘creating knowledge to address the world’s problems’, the Index
exposes the normal agnosticism of the research productivity and research
excellence agendas on the core questions of what research is on and for. It
disrupts the normal, purely quantitative assessment of research value by
introducing the SDGs as an evaluative lens. Although the actual way in
which the research is determined to be ‘addressing the world’s problems’
remains limited and highly reductionist (based on key word searches),
the Index introduces a range of new considerations. By emphasising the
use of open questions that prompt critical reflection around the role of
the ‘good university’, and the extent to which the university has the
capacity and intention to meet societal needs, addressing the SDGs are
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framed and positioned as far more than an area of expertise—but also
internal processes and ethos. Of particular note is the emphasis on uni-
versities’ management and sharing of resources, reflecting wider moves to
make organisations accountable for ‘externalities’ such as greenhouse gas
emissions and water use, and more generous towards their local commu-
nities and other constituents.

Again, there is significant room for improvement, such as the need to
attend to how universities influence the world as large financial investors
who may (or may 70#) choose to invest ethically. The point is that the
new Impact Index opens the way to include the ‘inner workings’ of universi-
ties as physical entities in and of the world. This is a radical break from the
conventional image of universities as largely disembodied nodes of knowl-
edge production and financial flows, which underpins the standard univer-
sity rankings cultivate. The Index’s emphasis on different forms of
outreach—not limited to typical knowledge dissemination and public edu-
cation but including sharing campus facilities and services with community,
for example—tfurther supports the necessary new framing of universities as
in and ideally of the world. Thus while governance by data remains problem-
atic, they do offer a window of opportunity to ask critical questions and
make visible previously neglected absences, as part of the broader SDG agenda.

Towards and Beyond Tolerance

In addition to, or instead of engaging with the SDG agenda formally,
through an expansion and adaptation of their existing audit cultures,
some universities are engaging with the SDGs in a more bottom-up man-
ner, demonstrating the potential for more holistic and collaborative
approaches to engaging with the SDGs. From an institutional perspec-
tive, these are generally in keeping with what we call a Tolerance scenario.
However, given that our framework is a heuristic tool only, most exam-
ples of existing university approaches are hybrids of the ideal types we
outline in our scenario framework.

One example is the experimental indicators that have emerged through
the UN’s voluntary review process at both the National (VNR) and Local
scale (VLR). VLRs monitor the progress of local actors towards the
achievement of the SDGs across each of the 17 Goals and the associated
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targets. While this can seem top down, the crucial point is that they use
locally developed indicators and often locally collected data for benchmark-
ing themselves and monitoring specific needs and challenges. According
to the United Nations Development Group, localisation refers to:

the process of defining, implementing and monitoring strategies at the
local level for achieving global, national and subnational sustainable devel-
opment goals and targets This involves concrete mechanisms, tools, inno-
vations, platforms and processes to effectively translate the development
agenda into results at the local level. The concept should therefore be
understood holistically, beyond the institutions of local governments, to
include all local actors through a territorial approach that includes civil
society, traditional leaders, religious organizations, academia, the private
sector and others.**

A VLR is a tool that was originally designed to allow cities and local
councils to assess their achievement of the SDGs and their contribution
to the 2030 Agenda. It enables cities to prioritise actions and raise aware-
ness about sustainability both within the administration and within the
local community. New York City was one of the early adopters of an
SDGs VLR, which it publicly presented in 2018. Many other municipal
governments have followed suit. Across those involved, reported benefits
of the VLR process for cities include:

o Internal benefits for the city—cultivating hidden connections, common
framework, links between priority and data, sustainable networks;

e External benefits at local scale—encouraging transparent accountability,
new cross-sectoral partnerships, building leadership;

*  External benefits at global scale—engaging with the global community
and elevating city leaders and priorities within the global
conversation.®

As a holistic process, the VLR is as much about the journey as the
destination. Local partnerships and networks are a central feature of the
SDGs framework and the VLR process offers opportunities to strengthen
links and foster collaboration both internally with students and staff, and
externally with the community and other stakeholders. A number of
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steps have been identified to assist with the preparation of VLRs and
involve a wide range of actors and the collection of different types of data
(both qualitative and quantitative) to form an integrated review profile
and database. This may involve the identification and mapping of strate-
gic goals against the SDGs at scale.

The VLR process aims to create a pathway for transformative action by
identifying not only strengths but the silences that require urgent atten-
tion. By identifying priorities and ways to better address the SDGs, the
VLRSs can raise awareness, map activities across diverse areas and engage
diverse stakeholders. Within the city context, the VLR seeks to be
accountable, replicable and affordable, trackable over time (at least every
three years), rooted in verifiable data analysis and comparable with other
cities. Lessons learnt by cities who have undertaken the VLR highlight
the opportunities and challenges of such an approach, including the fact
that they can accommodate different styles and vary in scope to include a
review of all SDGs or a selection of SDGs.*

Given its success with cities, the VLR has been adapted for Universities
as a Voluntary University Review (VUR), generating interest from univer-
sities in Australia, the EU and South Africa. Carnegie Mellon University
(CMU) in the US is the first University globally to publicly commit to—
and report on—SDGs VUR. CMU is a small privately funded, research
university with programmes in science, technology and business, to pub-
lic policy, the humanities and the arts. The SDGs align with the University
mission and the motivation for the VUR is to ‘create a transformative
educational experience for students focused on deep disciplinary knowl-
edge; problem-solving; leadership, communication, and interpersonal
skills; and personal health and well-being’ by ‘creating and implementing
solutions for real problems, interdisciplinary collaboration, and
innovation’.%/

To initiate the SDGs VUR, the CMU undertook a formal commit-
ment through which they: (1) hired an executive fellow; (2) established a
web-page and email address for all SDGs-related queries; and (3) initi-
ated a range of activities to engage the CMU community in discussions
about the SDGs (e.g. a podcast, articles in the CMU community publi-
cation and dissemination of information about SDG-related activities
occurring on campus, an interactive SDGs exhibit). This was followed by
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a Knowledge, Attitude and Practice survey to understand the CMU com-
munity’s existing activities and level of interest in the SDGs. Additional
activities included collaborations with key partners such as The Brookings
Institution and The Rockefeller Foundation to gather further strategic
insight and information on the SDGs at CMU. The VUR was conducted
by a Steering Committee, an executive fellow, a project administrator, a
research associate, a sustainability intern and students enrolled in a spe-
cial summer project course. The Advisory Council and wider members of
the CMU community were consulted and provided important input.*®

The VUR adopted by the CMU did not seek to adopt the metrics
proposed by the UN to support the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs)
on progress towards SDG targets. Instead, its focus was on the SDGs
framework as a cross-cutting sustainability agenda and thematic issues
identified for each SDG. Rather than using an existing indicator frame-
work such as the Times HE Impact Index to measure progress and suc-
cess, the VUR process tracked activities based on desk-top mapping,
in-person consultations and a review of CMU information submitted to
the Association for Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education
(AASHE). In this sense, the VUR arguably illustrates a bottom-up
approach, one that demonstrates the way the SDG agenda can be engaged
by allowing initiatives to blossom ‘naturally’.

It also serves as a stepping-stone to further action. CMU’s VUR
pointed to various areas that need attention if SDG work at the univer-
sity is to flourish. These include:

¢ Putting in place a more systematic or comprehensive process to collect
information on CMU’s education, research and practice as it relates
to the SDGs.

* Increasing awareness across the wider CMU community of how inter-
connected the SDGs are (e.g. that they address topics such as racial
inequality, gender empowerment, safe migration, police violence and
many other pressing societal issues—not just the environment and cli-
mate change).

* Connecting groups working on specific SDGs in disciplinary silos
across the university who were unaware of each other’s work.
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* Generating new SDGs-related initiatives to respond to COVID-19
and confront racism.

¢ Strengthening coordination and engagement on the SDGs within the
CMU community, within the localities where CMU operates, and
with other entities committed to achieving the SDGs.

* Recognising and rewarding SDG work that falls outside conventional
coursework or research categories.

* Enabling more student-centred initiatives such as the ‘seven summer
project’ course where students conducted outreach to student organ-
isations to investigate how their activities relate to the SDGs.

¢ Increasing recognition that part of the value of the VUR is to encour-
age reflection and increase intentionality in engagement of the SDGs
as an organising and inspirational framework.

* Continuing the VUR as an ongoing, iterative, reflexive and flexible
process.”

In terms of our framework, the VUR has arguably helped move the
university from Tolerance towards Transformation. The CMU provost
James Garrett has promised to build the SDGs into the CMU’s goals,

making six public commitments:

1. We commit to educate CMU students around the world about the
SDGs, recognising that this framework applies to all of us and repre-
sents a special opportunity to create a more peaceful, prosperous
planet with just and inclusive societies.

2. We commit to help solve pressing problems brought to light by the
SDG framework by acting boldly, taking risks and applying creativity.

3. We commit to do this work collaboratively, an approach deeply
embedded in our university culture.

4. We commit that through education, research, partnerships and
operational activities, we will demonstrate advancement of the
SDGs at CMU.

5. We commit to create a Voluntary University Review of work being
done at CMU and will report these findings in New York City as the
UN General Assembly meets next year.
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6. We therefore commit to do more to align our work with the SDGs
and build on the good work already done by CMU faculty, students,
staff and alumni—whether focused on mitigating climate change,
eliminating food waste, reducing violence or ending human

trafficking.®°

The CMU experience illustrates that a VUR provides a possible path-
way for embedding the SDGs within a university. It underscores that the
SDGs are a reciprocal agenda for universities, and that they have key roles
to play: (1) in working with their communities to lead efforts to achieve
the SDGs; and (2) reshaping their own policies and practices in line with
the SDGs framework and agenda. Furthermore, the CMU experience
sends an important signal that individual and institutional action can
build on the SDGs framework to create transformative change at scale,
demonstrating and helping cultivate a vital sense of agency and thereby
helping rescue the SDG agenda from empty rhetoric.

It is important to acknowledge that while the VUR is bottom up in
some respects, the CMU VUR example also demonstrates the need for
leadership, commitment and resources to turn the SDG agenda into
meaningful action. CMU is a small, privately funded university. The
capacity for large publicly funded universities to undertake a formal VUR
is as yet unknown. Nor is there certainty about the capacity of early
adopters such as CMU to continue to advance the SDGs in the contem-
porary political and institutional environment given that higher educa-
tion remains predominantly and firmly framed by discourses of economic
growth and development. To help positive niches such as CMU’s work
on the SDGs to thrive, other efforts are needed to help change the higher

education landscape.

Towards Transformation

The SDGs agenda with its ethical focus on re-thinking the pathways and
goals of sustainable development is, at heart, about ‘people in place’ and
their inseparability from the health and sustainability of the planet. The
specific emphasis in the SDGs on the need for ‘transformation’ raises the



228 W. Steele and L. Rickards

stakes by bringing ethical and procedural focus to the centre of sustain-
able development. This requires attending to two key critical questions
broadly outlined by Mark Pelling, Karen O’Brien and David Matyas:

* Who or what processes determine the mode and objects for change in
higher education?

* What are the transformative pathways that will allow action on the
SDGs to flourish within the university context?¥!

In her critical assessment of “The Good University’ and the need for
radical change, Raewyn Connell argues that fragments are already exist-
ing, but need to be brought together in the service of society and planet.
This is not universities as resilience machines, but as ‘the weave of collec-
tive responsibility, labour, activity and possible futures’.* Alongside the
need for universities themselves to be sustainable, Connell argues this
brings to forefront the principles of democracy, truthfulness, creativity
and engagement in order to serve society (but not always to agree with it).
Building the lines of flight within higher education to sustain both
humans and non-humans requires taking action to redress injustice and
build community by finding different ways of approaching impact or
success.

The post 2015 development agenda and the SDGs need not only to go
beyond “finishing the agenda of the MDGs” but also beyond setting goals
and rtargets. Quantitative targets are powerful as a communications tool
and can provide benchmarks for monitoring progress. But a transformative
future development agenda requires a qualitative statement of objectives,
visionary norms and priority action needed to achieve the objectives
including legal, policy and global institutional considerations.*

Existing approaches within higher education to generate impact are
not adequately meeting societal and planetary needs, nor are they meet-
ing societal expectations or building public trust. If academic institutions
are to secure their future, they need to demonstrate a genuine commit-
ment and capacity to work with others to achieve the transformational
changes needed. Part of this challenge—and opportunity—is to
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re-imagine the role and nature of what constitutes success. All universities
have an impact culture of some kind, even if that culture is to devalue
broader societal impact relative to other agendas as a proxy for return on
financial investment. Critical understandings and practices around suc-
cess and impact can and must evolve in ways that better address meaning-
tul real-world change.

The idea of impact is progressing from being just a required compli-
ance add-on, market-based indicator or instrument for academic promo-
tion, towards one critically focused on the values, purpose and ‘spirit’ of
research that seeks to enable progressive (i.e. political) change towards the
type of world we need to co-produce and create. To this end we outline
what we describe as 37d Generation impact which uses the power of criti-
cal praxis to call out misrepresentations and abuses of impact and fight
for a better future for universities and those they are genuinely meant to
serve. A 3rd Generation impact culture is prefigurative—it is needed row
to generate its own conditions for flourishing. It is also regenerative. This
is about forging a range of strategic alliances and tactics and working in
both overt and covert ways to generate better, fairer and more sustainable
futures, from the inside out. We refer to this as a transformative ethos.

There are three different stages of impact that we conceptualise as cur-
rently co-existing within higher education. As we describe in more detail
below 1st Generation has a focus on academic relevance and investment
reciprocity, 2nd Generation focuses on the role of research partnerships and
value-adding embedded networks, and 374 Generation involves universities
critically engaging with how, in what ways and to what ends notions of
success and impact are being imagined and pursued (see Table 7.2).%4

Table 7.2 Generating impact in higher education

Impact

culture 1st Generation 2nd Generation 3rd Generation

Key foci Demonstrating Working more actively Purposefully
academic rigour and to ensure legitimacy  fostering the
relevance to and collaboration co-production of
encourage end-user within impact culture  impact across

uptake as impact and literacy boundaries
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1st Generation Impact Culture

Many researchers and related institutions still think of impact as a matter
of defending public and private investment in the university research sec-
tor. We describe this as Ist Generation impact where the dominant
approaches include encouraging a given group of intended end-users
(e.g. manufacturers, policy-makers) to adopt the research and thereby
help transform it into an innovation; and translating and disseminating
research in the academic and public domains by making it intellectually
and practically accessible, akin to university ‘outreach’.

These approaches can be useful and important, yet this Isz Generation
approach to impact risks being compliant, formulaic and superficial
within the broader institutional and societal context. Researchers can
struggle to see the point, and are generally under-resourced to assist,
understand or even hear about any audience engagement with their work.
‘End-users’ may not exist in reality or not appreciate being told to use
something they may not really want, while actual commercial beneficia-
ries may lock innovations behind closed doors, limiting their value to
researchers and the world. In the midst of this, research funders can be
underwhelmed by inflated claims of impact and rigidly focused on an
unrealistic ideal of initiatives producing demonstrable, quantifiable,
attributable outcomes.

More fundamentally, a st Generation impact culture leaves unexam-
ined the deeper questions around: Who informs research and pedagogy?
Why do the research/learning and teaching/engagement? Who benefits
from higher education?

2nd Generation Impact Culture

In response to growing cynicism around the drivers of Ist Generation
impact, we argue there has been a shift towards 2nd Generation impact.
This latter approach recognises that in order to produce positive impact-
ful changes in the world, universities need to appreciate that problems
and solutions are not self-evident or only of their choosing. What counts
as a real problem or a satisfactory solution for a given set of stakeholders
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is always contestable, always a matter of shifting priorities and circum-
stances. This includes greater recognition that the impacts that universi-
ties generate are not always or necessarily positive from the perspective of
designated ‘end users—but can be maladaptive in ways unintended.

Rather than just seeking to maximise the impact of a given area of
research, the goal extends to working collaboratively to generate out-
comes that research partners recognise as valuable. Centring partnership
perspectives means that 2nd Generation research impact aims for research
thatis both relevant and legitimised.* The linear ‘push’ of Isz Generation—
from researchers fo end-users—is replaced with a process that is more
circular and iterative, includes social, cultural and environmental priori-
ties in addition to economic and bibliometric ones, and recognises that
impact emerges out of relationships and needs to be supported by impact
literacy across the university.“ Yet even as this 2nd Generation impact
seeks to gain momentum, an even more transformative and ambitious
approach is needed to drive change.

3rd Generation Impact Culture

A transformative approach to impact focuses on the need for change not
just ‘out there’ in the wider community but also ‘in here’ within domi-
nant university policies and practices. It asks not just ‘whar’ new research
technologies or data are needed but also ‘how, why, for whom and to what
ends higher education impact is able to support positive societal change.
Impact is understood as potentially vital and even radical. It requires
critically engaging with both the means and the ends, including the role
of an institution’s impact culture and what is possible when a positive
impact culture is deliberately cultivated.?”

A 3rd Generation impact culture cultivates an ethos of impact that
doesn’t just scale out and up but also aims to scale deep through critical
engagement with the systemic and societal nature of the societal chal-
lenges being faced.* It encourages universities and researchers to take the
question of impact as a serious question, learning opportunity and criti-
cal change agent in its own right. It recognises that research and L&T
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involve value-laden decisions from start to finish, and inquires into the
collective impact of these and our other endeavours in universities.

A 3rd Generation impact culture also actively encourages—even
requires—bottom-up, community-grounded approaches to reshaping
existing hierarchies that inhibit real change. Taking a critical, interdisci-
plinary approach to the ‘public value’ of higher education, it calls for
difficult conversations in and about universities and related communities
of practice. In particular, it calls into question the extent and ways that
university-based activity is actually helping the world address key chal-
lenges such as the climate emergency. This is why—although a range of
impact cultures and success indicators may currently co-exist within uni-
versities—it is 37d Generation impact that is urgently needed. At an insti-
tutional and sectoral scale, it pushes forward the following questions for
evaluation:

* What type of world are we helping generate through our universities,
individually and collectively?

* What do we need to do more of, or less of, differently?

* How can we create positive impacts across and between the work we
and our institutions do?

Overall, dynamic, complex and urgent situations mean that in addi-
tion to a diversity of project-based initiatives on the SDGs, larger, more
anticipatory, agile, discerning and wide-ranging approaches to higher
education success and impact are needed to generate the critical change
needed. Although the reach of universities is increasing, so too are impact
needs, with current academic practices failing to arrest profoundly dan-
gerous trajectories such as climate change. Too many activities and initia-
tives remain focused on narrowly defined impacts, too many groups in
society remain left out of research conversations, and too often what is
asked of researchers by funders is out of step with future challenges and
ignorant of realities. But there are alternatives.
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Responsible and Intentional Higher Education

The prospect of intentional transformational change prompts critical
reflection about what we want to change and what we want to protect or
grow. Often it necessitates looking beneath surface appearances and revis-
ing initial assumptions about goals and presumed inevitabilities.
Common to many deliberate transformation efforts is recognition of the
non-inevitability of many existing structural patterns and norms. A desire
for transformation often pushes community members and decision mak-
ers to tackle root social causes such as power imbalances, layered injus-
tices, paradigms, worldviews and values. Conversely, frustration with and
desperation about such entrenched problems is often what pushes people
to aim for transformational change.

That deep social injustices can and should be redressed is one of the
core messages of the SDG agenda. It is transformational in its own right
for the way it implicitly exposes society as more malleable than many
people assume. Intentional transformational change in society is revealed
as a more serious possibility, and the buried choice between normalised
incremental change agendas and more systemic transformative ones is
brought to the surface.

Concurrently, the SDG agenda underlines that nature (as in the Earth
System that we are a part of) is less malleable than assumed by many—or
at least by those with an Individualist worldview (see Chap. 2) which
presents nature as tough and mouldable. As indicated in Chap. 3, the
SDG agenda is consistent with a broad acceptance that nature—includ-
ing the Earth System as a whole—has limits to the amount of stress and
disturbance it can cope with before flipping (transforming) into another
state, one far less habitable for today’s living beings. Facing this truth
reveals unintentional transformational change across all physical and
social domains to be a far more serious possibility than usually acknowl-
edged. The problem of immanent, unwanted transformations in the
planet and our living conditions once again brings to the surface the
buried choice in society between normalised incremental change agendas
and the more systemic transformative ones we need.
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The challenge is how to avoid unintentional transformational change
by embracing intentional transformational change. Unfortunately, how
to generate and guide positive transformational change is poorly under-
stood, given previous neglect of the topic. As climate change adaptation
scholars Mark Pelling, Karen O’Brien and David Matyas note, many
questions demand attention:

What is the theoretical relationship between transformation, incremental
adaptation, stability and resilience, and how might these processes interact?
How and where might transformation emerge and spread? In what ways
does transformation provoke changes in the approaches taken by research-
ers and practitioners?*’

The intellectual and practical challenge of how to stimulate, coordi-
nate and even research positive transformation is at the heart of the
SDGs. With its 17 diverse and ambitious goals (eradicating poverty, tack-
ling climate change, creating safe, resilient and sustainable cities, achiev-
ing gender equity, among many others), the SDG agenda demands real
systemic change but does not articulate how it is to be achieved. The
SDGs are a work in progress, a problem statement more than a solution.
Vast knowledge gaps remain internationally around how to plan for and
implement them, how to monitor and evaluate progress and how to
develop the skills and capabilities needed across governments, business,
NGOs/civil society and universities to advance transformative change.

Combined with lack of political will, the result is a growing implemen-
tation gap as the world keeps charging along in the wrong direction,
ignoring the warnings of multiple SDG progress reports that, like a GPS
map, are tracing the ongoing, and in some cases growing, distance
between where we are and where we should be. For example, society’s
global material footprint (amount of material resources used) increased
17.4% between 2010 and 2017, rising across all categories of materials
(metals, non-metal materials, fossil fuels and biomass) from a total of
73.2 to 85.9 billion metric tonnes per year. Partly as a result, climate
change and biodiversity loss are worsening, not improving, at the global

level.°
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Although there is increasing support for the SDG agenda, and much
action in terms of planning, indicator frameworks, capabilities mapping
and SDG badging, too much is stuck in the promotional and marketing
sphere and too little is translating into practical action. This leaves us
poorly prepared to cope with new problems and ‘external’ shocks, such as
the COVID-19 pandemic that the Sustainable Development Goals Report
2020 warns has pushed more than 71 million people back into extreme
poverty, reversing gains in reducing poverty since 1998.%!

As part of re-thinking what success looks like in relation to the SDG
agenda we would like to offer three key markers of an emerging transfor-
mative agenda for universities. Complements to clear and bold action on
specific SDGs such as climate action, these cross-cutting areas highlight
the different scales, angles and alliances for action that an SDG commit-
ment can engender in universities.

1. Explicit recognition of Indigenous sovereignty

As outlined in Chaps. 1 and 2, engaging with the SDG agenda means
engaging with the history of (un)sustainable development and universi-
ties’ ongoing role within it. Inseparable from this history is colonialism.
Part of ‘bearing witness’ and taking responsibility for the harms of these
developmentalities is redressing silences and inaction on Indigenous
truths, rights and sovereignty, both within the formal SDG agenda and
universities. Indigenous sovereignty and futures are intimately linked to
any meaningful notions of success around the SDGs as a transformative
agenda. In universities, recognition of Indigenous sovereignty needs to be
embedded into all elements of the institution alongside the SDGs.

Part of the challenge is to re-think forms of knowledge production that
privilege predominantly western ways of knowing and being over others:
where ‘knowledge production and everyday relations are informed by
European colonial modalities of power and propped up by imperial geo-
politics and economic arrangements’.’? As articulated by Konai Helu
Thaman within the context of decolonising Pacific Studies:

For me, decolonizing Pacific studies is important because (1) it is about
acknowledging and recognizing the dominance of western philosophy,
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content, and pedagogy in the lives and the education of Pacific peoples; (2)
it is about valuing alternative ways of thinking about our world, particu-
larly those rooted in the indigenous cultures of Oceanic peoples; and (3) it
is about developing a new philosophy of education that is culturally inclu-
sive and gender sensitive.”?

A decolonising approach to the SDGs means querying universal claims
to knowledge and interrogating how they marginalise and discount
places, people and knowledges across the world** and working to build
Indigenous sovereignty into SDG responses whether such responses
involve research on cities or climate change, teaching on innovation and
infrastructure, investment in programmes and partnerships, or campus
sustainability and equity initiatives. It means advancing the SDGs by fol-
lowing Indigenous people in asking hard questions around economic ide-
ology, progress and sustainability’> and pushing for more ambitious
change within colonial institutions and people. It means facing ongoing
tensions between claims of transformative change and the continuing
violence of everyday colonialism.*®

2. A Strong, Empowered Union and Student Movement

The role of a strong empowered staff and student movement is funda-
mental to the transformation of the higher education sector towards a
more sustainable future. In the face of system-wide inequity and an
aggressive economics-first mentality, they are the drivers of action-led
change within and through their institutions, particularly when those
institutions fail to drive such change themselves.

The importance of university trade unions in advocating for the voices
and interests of academic staff, including casualised ones, has been more
apparent than ever in recent years as staff have been asked to bear the
brunt of myriad financial pressures, worsened but not caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic. One of the benefits of these efforts has been to
highlight the potential for higher education trade unions to help achieve
the transformative potential of the SDGs at the local, regional, national
and global scale. Indeed, some trade unions are already very involved in

the SDGs, working in solidarity with university staff to ‘uphold freedom
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of association, protect social dialogue and collective bargaining, and pro-
mote decent work, social protection and the rights of working people’.””

Students are similarly showing solidarity through representation in
groups that build capacity to tackle inequality and the root causes of the
sustainability crises that the SDGs have emerged in response to. The stu-
dent-led movement for university fossil fuel divestment, for example,
demonstrates an awareness of not only the enormous financial wealth
that some universities have but of the negative impact that wealth has in
the world if not deliberately and carefully directed to positive ends.’® In
loudly calling out government inaction on climate change, student cli-
mate protests also make obvious how silent and complacent most univer-
sity leaders” are on the issue. Students are also beginning to come together
over broader sustainable development issues. In 2018, for example, thou-
sands of African students participated in the Africa Students’ and Youth
Summit 2018 (ASYS) Kigali, Rwanda to contribute towards the SDGs
and African Union Agenda 2063.”

Given the intelligence and passion of students and staff, some universi-
ties are beginning to involve them in not just one-off events but sus-
tained, transparent and genuine institutional efforts. SDG action by staff
and students in higher education cannot be bound by institutions.
Networks and associations of all kinds—from discipline-based academic
groups to professional associations of research managers, from networks
of campus managers to student sports clubs—all need to be enrolled in
helping reorient the sector towards more sustainable and just futures. At
the same time, all need to be asked to reflect on what they are doing, and
what they could be doing, to galvanise positive action on the SDGs. To
what extent are they inclusive, equitable, environmentally sustainable
and working within their spheres of influence for regenerative futures?
Alliances across such groups, further deepen their influence.

3. A Well-resourced and Supported Library

A third key area that we see as a vital sign of higher education engage-
ment with the SDGs is the health of the library. The role of libraries in
relation to their contribution to the SDGs specifically has been articu-
lated as the six ‘P’s of libraries and development which reflect both



238 W. Steele and L. Rickards

traditional and emerging roles of libraries.®” These roles include protect-
ing research heritage and presenting it in a way attuned to its tensions
and silences; providing research, and research tools, to support staff and
students and enhance the quality of their work; empowering staff and
students with the skills and knowledge they need to do critical work, such
as how to negotiate academic sources in a discerning and just way; pro-
viding portals to other services including those designed to support the
wellbeing of staff and students; partnering with those working in other
parts of the university to generate positive outcomes such as more equi-
table access to resources or better research impacts; offering platforms for
collaboration between staff, students and other groups, serving as com-
munity hubs by hosting courses and seminars for example; and produc-
ing events and resources to help increase awareness, engagement and
positive impact around the SDGs (see Fig. 7.3).

While they do not attract the same attention as the core areas of uni-
versities (research, learning and teaching, leadership and external engage-
ment), libraries are at the heart of universities and can act as critical
knowledge brokers and conduits for positive change. For example, some
libraries are strong advocates for ‘open access and the sharing of
knowledge by making resources such as reference collections available to
the community.®’ As both physical and virtual spaces that stretch across
and beyond universities, encompassing people from diverse age groups
and backgrounds, libraries are also often an essential part of a university’s
infrastructure of care, providing a sense of wellbeing and belonging. Can
you imagine a university without its libraries?

* Protectors — our research heritage

* Providers — of research, for research

e EmPowerers — skills, knowledge

* Portals — to other services

e Partners — for generating positive outcomes
* Platforms — for collaboration

* Producers — growing awareness and impact

Fig. 7.3 Existing and emerging roles for libraries and the SDGs. (Adapted from
IFLA 2020)
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Despite their vital role, many university libraries are under budget
pressure, especially in the wake of the pandemic, reflecting longer stand-
ing struggles to communicate the value of library services.® Explicitly
positioning libraries at the centre of universities’ SDG work could increase
the support they receive. To do so, however, requires reconsidering the
success of academic libraries in light of SDG outcomes. How do their
collections stack up, for instance, from a sustainability, resilience and jus-
tice point of view? What sort of world are they implicitly helping create?
These are the sorts of questions that all units, areas and services of a uni-
versity need to ask themselves.

The flourishing (or not) of libraries, staff and student groups, and
action on Indigenous sovereignty are all bellwethers of the health and
vitality of the university and its capacity, commitment, sincerity and
intentionality to really advance the SDGs in a transformative way.

Becoming Sustainable in Higher Education

Success takes many forms and is pursued at different strategic, sectoral,
spatial, temporal, virtual and disciplinary scales within contemporary
universities. Following Kamola ‘It is important to remember that univer-
sities are always multiple, with many histories, and many crises’.** The
unsustainable development trajectory that universities are part of is a
critical but neglected element of these crises, one that cannot be sepa-
rated from or trumped by others. We understand and support critiques
of the neoliberalised university model and the crises it has engendered
and understand why it has pushed some people to turn away from uni-
versities or give up on their transformative potential. However we argue
that the importance of the SDG agenda requires that we revive universi-
ties, reinstate a more progressive impact imaginary within them and work
from the inside out to mobilise transformative change.

It is increasingly apparent that the transformational change demanded
by the SDGs requires transformational change in how we work. Three
challenges especially need to be tackled. One is the tendency to go for
siloed, reductionist solutions. The SDGs are designed (albeit imperfectly)
to be an integrative framework, not a menu. Implementing them requires
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sophisticated, conscious integration, whether by designing activities at
the nexus of multiple issues (for food, water and energy), ensuring inter-
ventions are implemented in ways that enhance not hinder progress on
other goals, forging agreements across different domains about what
counts as valid evidence and a feasible proposition, or building innova-
tive, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary capabilities and practices. All
of this requires redoubling efforts to deconstruct and tunnel through the
maze of boundaries we have built at multiple scales between different
areas of work, including higher education and ‘the rest of the world’.

Second, implementation of the SDG agenda needs to be scaled up, out
and deep. Many projects identify great potential but are limited in effec-
tiveness because they do not cultivate the enabling conditions needed to
ensure that positive initiatives endure and others are more easily insti-
gated. To go beyond a string of isolated and temporary efforts, SDG
projects need to scale up into policy and strategy, deep into cultural
norms and understanding, and out into new contexts.® To achieve this
transformation, we need to remedy our over-reliance on short-term,
bounded ‘projects’ and the short-term precarious jobs that go with
them—which in itself demands another transformational change.

Third, we need to evolve the collective SDG ‘project’ from its UN
origins and nation-state hierarchy to more inclusive decentralised, trans-
national practices that open the way for community, not-for-profits,
business and individuals to contribute more fully through the local and
subnational networks, movements and arenas. Unfortunately, many
responses to the SDGs agenda to date are fragmented and characterised
by indicator-it is, marketing mania and empty elite endorsements (e.g.
formal and formulaic statements of support for the SDG agenda by cor-
porations and large government bodies, often completely divorced from
staff and everyday activities). Such an approach is not inevitable and bet-
ter, more inclusive ways of doing things within the university context are
possible.

What constitutes success and impact is constantly evolving and will
continue to do so as relationships between universities and society shift.
“Transformative’ impact will by definition be ‘transforming’: political and
not passive; enabling and not disabling; and with the capacity to disrupt
the development szatus quo. An overly rigid or narrow representation of
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what success around the SDGs looks like and the conflation of impact
with measurement of fixed indicators ironically serves to reinforce the
infamous moniker—‘there is no alternative’. As de Sousa Santos articu-
lates in terms of higher education indicators:

The weakest of them all are the nonanswers, the silences, and the taken-for-
grantedness of the new common sense about the mission of the university.®

To generate the significant impact needed—no matter the size or
scale—requires not only working in inward-facing and outward-facing
ways but working across boundaries of all sorts. We need critically
engaged cross-disciplinary approaches that link across and weave together
impact to challenge, subvert, disrupt, resist, re-imagine, recalibrate soci-
ety’s big challenges and opportunities. Work on the 4th Industrial
Revolution, for example, demands the insights of the social sciences and
humanities if its impact is to be empowering, rather than divisive and
dehumanising. We also need to find the critical synergies and lessons
across, within and between projects, programmes, partnerships, net-
works, associations and institutions to create multiple, co-existing forms
of engagement and impact.

Critical understandings of and practices around success need to be part
of the reciprocal agenda for universities and the SDGs whose actions and
outcomes are mutually shaping and must evolve together in ways that
better address meaningful real-world change. ‘Becoming sustainable’
must be ‘worked and reworked as a politics that is already and always in
the making’.®” A vital first step is to help demonstrate that a degree of
success is possible, cultivating renewed faith in human agency.
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Sustainable Futures

The Urgent Need to Face Injustice
and Unsustainability

Is there any other institution (except possibly government) that combines so
many social functions? Is ... so diffuse and unreadable in its core objectives? So
self-serving and other-serving at the same? So easily annexed to a range of con-
trary agendas: conservative and radical, capitalist and socialist, elite and demo-
cratic, technocratic and organic? ... But the university rarely holds to a single
course. It continually disappoints. It always falls short of potential. Bur we
defend it. We sense that if it were lost then something quite fundamental, and
probably essential, would be lost."

Sustainable development in the Anthropocene is not about tinkering
around the edges. Just as development cannot be genuinely fixed with
international development add-ons, sustainability cannot be addressed
with green add-ons. Despite all the effort going into devising new ‘eco’
things—from energy-efficient buildings to electric cars, low carbon
clothes to biodiversity-friendly coffee—the gravity of the sustainability
crisis demands that we face up to what John Barry calls ‘the politics of
actually existing unsustainability’. Barry argues that we need to ‘identify
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and reduce existing unsustainabilities as a precondition for, and prior to,
any aim to articulate and achieve future sustainability or some future
sustainable development path’. This means recognising that ‘reducing
actually existing unsustainability may be as much about “letting go” or
reducing existing practices as proposing something new’.”

Partly because they have been so environmentally unsustainable, devel-
opment paths to date have also been profoundly unjust, causing the
death, degradation and displacement of people and non-humans around
the world. Like unsustainability, addressing this ‘actually existing injus-
tice’ is also a precondition for future sustainable development and requires
far more than add-ons by universities and others. It means acknowledg-
ing, arresting and preventing the ongoing social harms perpetuated by
dominant systems, and redressing the way in which harm to certain
groups is normalised, disregarded and denied by pushing ourselves to
design wiser, regenerative approaches that enhance the wellbeing of all.

The SDG agenda aligns strongly with the need to face the politics of
actually existing unsustainability and injustice. Encompassing virtually
all human activities, many of the goals are expressed as reducing undesir-
able practices. Some move beyond symptoms to address causes, such as
(un)responsible consumption and production, (non)clean energy and
(un)sustainable food systems. In this way, the SDG agenda implicitly
communicates Aristotle’s point that “What it lies in our power to do, it
lies in our power not to do’.> That said, the way in which the agenda is
being implemented suggests that the politics of actually existing unsus-
tainability and injustice are being side-stepped. Too often it seems that
SDGs are being employed only rhetorically or cherry picked and placed
alongside business-as-usual activities as a novel side-interest or compen-
satory marketing-oriented effort.*

Our approach in this book has been to position the SDGs as a witness
statement to the unsustainable and unjust trajectory of development
(including in higher education), and the transformative prospects and
pathways for a sustainable future. Combined with the transformational
character of the change in the world that the SDG agenda is seeking, this
means the adoption of the SDGs in higher education promises to have
deep and wide effects for the sector. None of this will be automatic,
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however. The SDGs require conscious and reciprocal processes of trans-
formative ‘change in education’ @nd ‘education for change’.’

Our starting point is the crisis state of the world, and the need to fun-
damentally reframe the dominant ‘developmentalities’. The goal here is
to shift attention from a focus on the ‘the what to ‘the how’ and ‘the why’
the SDGs are a priority for re-imagining higher education. As we have
described, the story of the SDGs agenda is also the story of development.
What the agenda does in practice, however, is far from certain. The SDGs
represent the goal posts we jointly need to orient towards in the
Anthropocene. These goal posts are wide and diverse but represent a sig-
nificant shift for both universities and society. Moving beyond the nation-
alistic and individualistic competitor mindset, the SDGs encourage
universities to work with others to heed the global call to action.

Like others, we believe that universities are vital to progressing the
SDG agenda and have a fundamental role to play across all four of their
functions: teaching and learning, research impact, external leadership
and internal operations.® What we particularly emphasise is that for uni-
versities to perform their unique function as enablers of change, they
need to simultaneously embrace their role as zargets for change and ensure
they are role modelling the sort of approaches and impacts they want to
engender. The urgency and complexity of sustainable development, com-
bined with universities’ multidimensional and influential role in creating
the present and future, means that they need to be more thoughtful and
energetic in generating change.

In Chaps. 1 and 7 we outlined four possible scenarios for how univer-
sities might engage with the SDGs, structured around the two axes of
institutional commitment (from shallow to deep) and innovation (from
conventional to bold and ethical). Together they provide a useful heuris-
tic tool for thinking through options for the university and their implica-
tions, including what success might look like. In particular, they prompt
reflection around two key questions: How deeply will the university com-
mit to the SDGs—now and into the future? How bold and ethical will
the innovation culture be—in what areas, why, when and by whom?
Only by progressing on both axes will universities be able to achieve the
sort of transformative change they need in order to contribute to the
transformative change that the world needs.
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In Chaps. 4 and 6 we outlined the principles underpinning ‘Ethical
Innovation’ as a normative frame for higher education. These principles
are: Responsible, Authentic, Disruptive, Adaptive, Regenerative
(RADAR). Regardless of topic area, discipline or institution, research
institutions need to become more aware of complexity, uncertainty and
the deeply political nature of all research choices and endeavours (includ-
ing those endeavours that are conspicuous in their absence). This is mir-
rored in the need for critically reflexive higher education that is about, for
and through the SDGs.

Throughout the book we have argued that understandings and prac-
tices in higher education must evolve to better address the need for mean-
ingful real-world change within the context of a rapidly heating and
inequitable planet. Universities and society are becoming more complexly
entwined, and notions of university success and impact are shifting
accordingly. As we have emphasised, the role of the SDGs is two-fold
here: representing an agenda to which universities are called upon to con-
tribute, but also a map of the many ways universities themselves need to
change. The reciprocal character of the universities and SDGs—intellec-
tually, practically and culturally—means that all universities are impli-
cated in the SDGs as potential ‘critical spaces’ and agents of change,
regardless of their particular characteristics.

Universities: Part of the Problem and Solution

Shallow or tokenistic engagement with the SDGs by universities risks
legitimating business as usual, thereby perpetuating the processes and
systems that are pushing us towards deeper injustice and planetary col-
lapse. Jan Vandemoortele argues that because national governments are
likely to—and indeed are beginning to—cherry pick goals and targets to
suit themselves and avoid real change, ‘civil society, academics, social
partners, and other relevant stakeholders must become more involved in
target setting, monitoring and critiquing SDG implementation’.”

We agree fully with this diagnosis and the call to action for ‘academics’.
However, it is important not to presume that academics are not as guilty
of cynical, inauthentic engagement with the SDGs as any others.
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Universities” strongly vested interest in novelty and techno-centric inno-
vation, often individualistic belief in a narrow conception of academic
freedom, and uncritical endorsements of research impact, mean that they
are often in the thick of unsustainable and unjust business-as-usual activ-
ities and visions, such as unending growth in research grant income.

At the same time, universities have a unique capacity to take up Barry’s
call to ‘identify and reduce existing unsustainabilities’ and to help articu-
late and achieve a ‘future sustainable development path’. As we have dis-
cussed in the previous chapters, this poses real challenges for universities
and all of us working within them. What is needed in universities is not
only more effective means of generating impact, but a more discerning
analysis of what impact is needed given the impacts that have been gener-
ated (intentionally and unintentionally) to date. We also need more
robust appreciation of the role of resistance, avoidance and strategic igno-
rance in the politics of unsustainability and injustice.

Such politics does not begin outside of the walls of the university with
policy-makers, other ‘research end-users’ and graduates, who often seem
to refuse to understand or adopt our findings or teachings. It is firmly at
work within universities, working through myriad channels from research
funding to peer review, course offerings to curriculum details, HR choices
to procurement decisions, institutional messaging to investment portfo—
lios. It is evident in the long histories of universities in colonial and
industrial development, in driving and using the Great Acceleration to
their own advantage.

There is growing attention to the many ways in which ‘mainstream
universities are currently more part of the problem than they are of the
solution’. Olivia Bina and Levinia Pereira and others from the EU
researcher-practitioner network INTREPID argue that the higher educa-
tion sector and individual universities are deeply complicit in generating
the ‘Anthropo-Capitalocene’ (a term they use to combine the systems
insights of Anthropocene science with the political economy insights of
the Capitalocene term, one that locates the drivers for the Anthropocene
in capitalism).® Fundamental here is the pervasive idealisation of eco-
nomic growth and its far-reaching effects on knowledge production and
education. In terms of research, Bina and Pereira endorse South African
scholar Archille Mbembe’s assertion that ‘university research is complicit
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in the destruction of the natural world and in the emergence of a new
techno-racism’.’

Helping enable the use of universities for regressive ends is the evacua-
tion of moral considerations from university decision-making and activi-
ties in the name of a purported objectivity and pragmatism. Bina and
Pereira argue that:

By generally omitting (or denying) a space for subjectivity—especially in
setting narrowly defined ways of knowing—and related inner change path-
ways, universities reduce the space to explore the full range of knowing and
competencies needed to address the Anthropo-Capitalocene interdepen-
dent crises.'

Such competencies are frequently absent not only among university
graduates, but staff, or at least those in key management roles. Too often
questions such as mission, purpose and ethics tend to be reduced to, or
dismissed as, mere branding or compliance matters. Universities are at
the heart of the knowledge politics that have generated the current crises.
The question remains whether they can be at the heart of positive
alternatives.

A World in Crisis, Should We Work on Hope?

It is difficult to fully digest—Iet alone muster up the wisdom and cour-
age—to confront the scope and scale of the challenges the SDG agenda
canvasses and those that need to be addressed alongside it. Yet it is also
increasingly hard, if not impossible, to ignore that we live in a world in
which every one of the crises that the SDGs point to must be addressed.
Given this, is it still legitimate to hope for positive outcomes? The many
creative responses to these pressures that are emerging around the world
suggest to us that it is.

Today’s crises ... present opportunities to move beyond the conventional
“solutions” of coping and accommodating, managing and adapting, resisting
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and reforming. They create space for social and economic experimentation,
new political alliances, new cultural narratives, and alternative social and
socio-ecological relations. In short, these crises may give rise to new modes
of being in the world that can move us toward a more sustainable and egali-
tarian future. But how are these new modes of being created and how can
activist scholars engage with and support them?!!

Hope can be understood in different ways. As a verb—z0 hope—the
emphasis is on the activity of hoping in the present, whereas the noun
hope shifts the focus towards the future and what is hoped for. An invita-
tion to think and a provocation to act, hope has been central to social and
environmental struggles. Ernst Bloch’s 7he Principle of Hope (1950’s) dis-
cusses utopian hope as the Not-Yet-Consciousness and the multiple prin-
ciples of a ‘utopian homeland’ of social justice. In Pedagogies of Hope
Paulo Freire describes hope as an ontological need. “The future isn’t some-
thing hidden in a corner. The future is something we build in the pres-
ent.”'* He was writing in the 1970s, but his insight equally applies now.
As cultural geographer Lesley Head observes, more than ever, hope needs
to be a deliberate practice."

Recognition of the value of hope and utopian imaginaries for social
transformation is not new, as highlighted in the previous chapters (e.g.
The Good University). While sustainable development remains ambigu-
ous and imperfect, and hopeful sustainable development imaginaries
remain on the margins, at base the idea of sustainable development is
infused with ‘a sense of hope that we can each improve the future well-
being of ourselves, each other and the environment’.'* A growing number
of people are helping remake and create new imaginaries of sustainable
development through their everyday practices, often engaging in inven-
tive ways with seemingly rigid ideas, politics and realities, as well as form-
ing new and unusual alliances. As Mike Davis argues:

to raise our imaginations to the challenge of the Anthropocene, we must be
able to envision alternative configurations of agents, practices and social
relations, and this requires in turn, that we suspend the politico-economic
assumptions that chain us to the present."
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The SDG agenda is explicitly a Transformation agenda, one that ‘will
require deep, structural changes across all sectors in society’.'® For this
reason, and all the discussion, debates, failures, lessons, gains and motiva-
tion they have generated already, the SDGs are an important resource
and guide for the task of remaking sustainable development. So too are
universities. As institutions with the privilege of access to knowledge,
ideas, networks and dialogue, as well as often unusual degrees of auton-
omy, universities can and need to contest the ‘dictatorship of no alterna-
tives.'” As education institutions, they can offer alternatives and teach
hope to students. In the words of Paul Warwick and colleagues, ‘within
troubled times of global challenge, hope is an imperative within educa-
tion’. As they argue, we need to repurpose higher education ‘to empower
students with the hope of a positive anticipation that more sustainable
futures are possible’.'®

As research institutions, universities have an unusually powerful role in
shaping the future. Every university has an opportunity to give ‘analytical
time and space to counter-normative practices and help open up ‘possi-
bilities of alternative futures’ if they so choose.” To do so, they need to
loosen their grip on entrenched assumptions and ways of doing things
and shake the habit of ‘a paranoid critical stance’ that casts anything
else—notably anything more hopeful—as ‘naive, pious or
complaisant’.?

Rather than being rooted in dogma, universities can more overtly offer
spaces in which ambiguity and ambivalence are acknowledged, and
reparative practices of knowing are pursued. As discussed in Chap. 4 on
ethical innovation, this means critically reflecting on the way in which
our knowledge production practices are, or are not, (re)generative of bet-
ter futures and attending to the atmosphere (both in terms of the Earth’s
air and society’s moods and ambitions) that we are inevitably helping
create. Pollution, despair and cynicism—or oxygen, hope and resolve?

An atmosphere thick with cynicism is debilitating. Instead, as Paulo
Freire put it, “We need critical hope the way a fish needs unpolluted
water’.?! To aim for and practice hope is not to imagine it is sufficient. As
Freire continues, critical hope ‘is necessary but it is not enough. Alone it
does not win.””* Nor is a commitment to hope simply an effort to wish
away the difficulties of the world, deny ironies or ‘sidestep the messy
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world of practice’.” It is to face such difficulties and mess with compas-
sion and commitment. It is to appreciate that the state of the world and
universities’ role is ‘an open-ended story’ that we are helping tell through
what we choose to think, say and do.*

Other more sustainable development futures are still possible. In fac-
ing the openness of the future, universities need to face important ques-
tions of the sort passionately articulated by Boaventura de Sousa Santos:

* Modern universities have been a product and a producer of specific
models of development, including training elites and providing knowl-
edge and ideology. Can the university contribute to dialogues of differ-
ent models of development and refound its mission?

* Can the university acknowledge that knowledge is everywhere, not
just behind its walls?

¢ In particular, can it recognise that human understanding of the world
far exceeds the Western ways of thinking that dominate the structure
and content of global higher education?

The work of the Community Economies Collective® and their related
research networks, for example, demonstrate that other, more just and
ecologically sustainable, worlds are possible. This involves ‘everyday peo-
ple in everyday practices’ taking part in re-thinking and re-enacting econ-
omies: to re-imagine an economic politics that allows us to think creatively
to make new economies, building on the alternative economic practices
that already exist in the shadow of the capitalist Economy all over the
world.?® Notably, this Collective is a collaboration between universities
and local communities across diverse parts of the globe and demonstrates
the sort of relational ethics that is needed.

In their manifesto Zake Back the Economy, some of the founders of the
Community Economies Collective, ].K. Gibson-Graham, Jenny
Cameron and Stephen Healy, underline the importance of hope in their
work, illustrating how it helps connect their twin focus on the very big
and the very small, on the very ambitious and the very practical. Some of
their recent work includes co-developing progressive and useful impact
indicators with communities, contributing to the work of the UN Inter-
Agency Task Force on Social and Solidarity Economy to embed the social
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and solidarity economy into the SDGs in belated recognition of its
neglect in the original formulation of the SDGs.*” This whole realm of
activity demonstrates the potential for academics to work across scales in
creative and experimental ways that draw on and feedback on the SDGs
to help co-create more positive futures. It also demonstrates the way in
which some academics are already working from within universities to
help generate dialogue about different models of development, in the
way de Sousa Santos notes is needed.

Avoiding Traps

The SDGs agenda can help universities take the action that is urgently
needed by encouraging them to avoid the two traps that many of them
cohabit or flip between. The first trap is being disengaged from the ‘real
world’; what Kamola associated with ‘a global imaginary’ that views the
Earth from space. Here, the SDG agenda—while at first blush part of the
global imaginary because of its international reach—actually challenges
the notion that any of us are divorced from the planet or able to pro-
nounce upon the world from afar. In contrast to the assumption that
‘development’ is just something for poor countries, it enrols all nations
and all organisations in sustainable development and requires universities
to look inward as well as outward.

Those of us within universities need to call out dismissive or shallow
engagement with the SDGs, particularly that which presumes that the
aim of such engagement is to benevolently assist ‘those people over there’.
We need to demonstrate and advocate for more transformational
approaches that begin by identifying universities” role at the centre of the
problem and change them from within. As Maori Hirini Matunga pow-
erfully highlights, far from being transformative, tokenistic engagement
instead becomes:

An alienated and alienating blah, that, rooted ‘deep down’ in its colonial
past and present—actually knows the problem, but in a form of soporific
amnesia has airbrushed it out of existence, because confronting it requires
facing up to its own history, its own complicity with the colonial project,
and its ongoing marginalisation and dispossession of the very communities
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it actually needs to engage. ... Is it even trying to ‘call out’ power for what
it is? Or has it become so deprived of its dimensions of justice and emanci-
patory action that it has become a functionary of the economic, political
and often racial elite, in what remains an obstinately colonial, settler domi-
nant, market-driven system?

The second trap that universities fall into is that (in an attempt to
dodge criticisms of being self-indulgent ‘ivory towers’) many have strenu-
ously worked to demonstrate their relevance to the real world—but mis-
taken what that world is. While some universities are usefully reviving
lost, centuries-old and largely non-economic notions of what universities
are and for, many have interpreted relevance in terms of the dominant
contemporary discourse that equates the capitalist market with reality.
Thus, attempts at ‘engagement’ and ‘impact’ are overly oriented towards
technological solutions and generating financial returns on investment.

By framing universities and their research partners and graduate
employers in economic, hyper-modernist (and often nationalistic) terms,
this reduction of higher education to a capitalist activity disguises and
justifies the negative effects it is having in the world (e.g. supporting pro-
cesses that are materially intensive and discriminatory), and marginalises
higher education’s far broader public value. More generally, this misread-
ing of higher education potential perpetuates the dominant economic
discourse that has appropriated and perverted the very notion of value,
and perverted the role of government and other institutions such as uni-
versities by defining ‘value creation’ in terms of rapid, content-neutral
economic gains.

As economist Mariana Mazzucato argues in 7he Value of Everything,
public institutions (including universities) need to ‘reclaim their rightful
role as servants of the common good’ by challenging the logics and met-
rics that orient them to the short term and underplay their capacity to
proactively germinate, nurture and shape markets, not just respond to
them.?® She concludes that a ‘new economics: an economics of hope’
needs to begin with the fact that ‘the creation of value is collective’ and
then develop ‘a dynamic division of labour focused on the problems that
twenty-first-century societies are facing’.”” Universities, she underlines,
are crucial to this effort.
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The SDG agenda helps universities avoid the self-defeating trap of
reading the world and their own role in it through a narrow capitalist
lens. It draws universities out of their myopic focus on themselves and
their coterie of current industry partners and graduate employers to look
further afield to the troubled world and futures they are inadvertently
helping create. It begins to unsettle the notions that the economy exists
as an independent entity disconnected from the social or environmental,
and that value can be divorced from what an activity actually does in the
world. Mazzucato advocates strongly for the SDG agenda as a mission
around which institutions and other actors should coordinate.’

The SDG agenda offers a response to the fact that ‘to offer real change
we must go beyond fixing isolated problems’ and instead develop a frame-
work that allows us to collectively and effectively ‘work for the common
good’.”! For universities, Patsy Healy suggests, this is about using current
instabilities and crises ‘in a strategic way, as an opportunity to take stock,
to re-think policies, projects and practices, and to build the intelligence
and coalitions which could bring future benefits for the many not just the
few in our localities’.”

Another Future Is Possible

Universities are animated by an inherent future focus, one that is core to
their developmentality. The horrors, risks and uncertainties of the
Anthropocene do nothing to dim this focus on the future; indeed they
underline the need to take the future more seriously than ever. But they
do blur our vision and scramble our taken-for-granted maps. They wake
us up to the fact that in chasing growth without care for direction, we
have already lost our way. In this way, the Anthropocene also demands
that we look backwards, and into our institutions and selves, to under-
stand the situation we are in and ask what it is we are trying to develop.
Thinking more carefully about ‘the future’ is one of the core directives
of the SDG agenda. As we do so, we draw on some of the useful knowl-
edge and tools we already have at our disposal, bucking against the trend
for universities to manage themselves without ever using the expertise
they house to help address their own problems. Of particular use is not
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only the work of highly engaged academics such as Mariana Mazzucato,
Patsy Healy or the many others we refer to in this book, but also the
‘futures thinking tools’” developed over the last few decades—noting that
the tools themselves are agnostic to what futures are envisaged and cre-
ated, and so need to be accompanied by careful analysis of directionality
and impact.

A simple but compelling approach is offered by the Three Horizons
model of Bill Sharpe, now used widely by the International Futures
Federation. Its adoption by another highly engaged academic—renegade
Oxford University economist Kate Raworth, author of Doughnut
Economics and advocate for creating more just and regenerative econo-
mies—demonstrates how valuable it is in trying to envisage pathways
towards more progressive futures. The Three Horizons foresight model*
proposes that we can imagine elements or seeds of different futures exist-
ing in the present. These different ‘worlds” are summarised in the model
as three horizons (see Fig. 8.1). Horizon 1 is Business as Usual, and when
viewed from the present, it is often all that we can see or even imagine.
Characterised by ‘sustaining’ (not necessarily sustainable) innovations, it
is focused on sustaining Business as Usual and is poorly adapted to

Three Horizons

gusiness As Usuq is 3
'Sip,
g £
5

Worth Conserving

Map what to let go of, what to conserve, & transformative innovation to reach a shared vision.

Fig. 8.1 The Three Horizons framework. (Adaptation by the social enterprise,
The H3 Uni https://www.h3uni.org/practices/foresight-three-horizons/)
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emerging conditions. Not long into the future, it falls away to a greater
or lesser degree.

Horizon 2 is about emerging positive changes, seeds of which are evi-
dent in the present and quickly grow, but do not, without further help,
drive systemic change. Horizon 3 is the more fully transformed world we
want to cultivate. Generated through a strategic combination of innova-
tions, structural shifts and dismantling of barriers, it represents founda-
tional change and great upheaval at first. Because it is far better adapted
to contemporary and emerging challenges, though, ultimately it is the
more sustainable in the long term.

Arguably the SDG agenda is a Horizon 2 intervention—disruptive
but not in itself (as a mere agenda or plan) transformational. The ques-
tion then is whether its (non)implementation will allow it to be captured
by the currently dominant Horizon 1, or whether we will be able to har-
ness it to H3 and turn into a H2+ stepping stone to long term positive
transformation. Experiences to date with colonial, international and sus-
tainable development, plus evidence of much existing engagement with
the SDG agenda, suggest that we cannot underestimate the risk of it
being co-opted and becoming what Sharpe and colleages call a H2- path-
way, one that looked promising but ultimately becomes entweined with
and declines with Horizon 1. But as we have argued in this book, the
SDG agenda itself does not predetermine how it is interpreted and imple-
mented. For those of us in universities at least, it offers a pathway to
much-needed positive change; the question is whether we use it.

So, what does a future, Horizon 3 type university look like and how
can the SDGs help? Olivia Bina, Levinia Pereira and the INTREPID
network, mentioned above, have examined this question of a Horizon 3
type university in a hopeful but critical register. They offer a vision of
future universities as places with six interrelated characteristics (Fig. 8.2).%
We outline them here, elaborating on their vision by underlining the way
it aligns with the SDG agenda:

1. A place of ‘maximum leverage’: Universities are places in which Donella
Meadow’s most powerful leverage points for systems change—
reassessing goals, reassessing paradigms and worldviews and appreciat-
ing the value of different worldviews—are discussed, strengthened
and practiced. As Bina and Pereira put it, ‘we imagine universities as
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Fig. 8.2 Re-imagining the future of the university—six priorities. (Adapted from
Bina and Pereira 2020, p. 22)

places where the uncomfortable problems and unorthodox solutions,
such as beyond-GDP (gross domestic product) are explored’.?® Such a
role for universities is vital to their capacity to help drive transforma-
tional change for and beyond the SDG agenda. The value of the SDGs
is they help redress the implicit goals driving dominant development
agendas, including in higher education. While universities are heavily
invested in historical trajectories, they can become places where, in
the spirit of criticality, entrenched worldviews are critiqued, and their
positive elements are renovated and combined with vital elements of
alternative perspectives.

2. A place to question and expose: Universities are places that foster and
demonstrate critical thinking, questioning biases and assumptions,
exposing implicit goals and intentions, and ultimately confronting the
direct and indirect drivers of the Anthropo-Capitalocene in order to
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‘phase out supporting socially and ecologically unsustainable sys-
tems’.* This is at the heart of what is needed both to advance the
SDG agenda and to call out its own weaknesses. Detailed analysis,
sophisticated dialogue and creative experimentation are needed to
untangle the factors involved in unsustainability and injustice—all
tasks that call for greater university involvement.

3. A place to transform: Universities can help transition individuals and
society to a more self-aware, reflexive, wise and sustainable basis,
including a deep understanding of the fundamental interdependen-
cies of humans and the rest of the world. Bina and Pereira note that
the field of Ecologically Sustainable Development that SDG 4 advo-
cates for is crucial here. In addition, we argue that helping question
what is valued and demonstrating the value of wisdom is another cru-
cial way higher education can help generate the enabling conditions
for achieving and exceeding the SDGs.

4. A place to engage: As discussed throughout this book, universities need
to re-think their position in the world and in particular challenge the
outdated imaginary in which universities are separate to society and
the planet. Many are beginning to do so, and it is increasingly appar-
ent that universities can help foster new ways of engaging with broader
society, including co-production of knowledge and collaboration with
local communities. Reshaping themselves as places for diverse groups
to engage on shared problems and to pursue the common good is
central to how universities can help progress the SDG agenda.

5. A place to envision: Universities offer a space in which diverse groups
can come together to envisage and create more sustainable, just
futures. This includes engaging with the SDG ‘transforming the
world” agenda, both to help turn the SDG vision into a reality and to
push it further, using it as a Horizon 2 stepping-stone towards a truly
transformational Horizon 3 world. Working in this way requires uni-
versity members of all sorts to take seriously their role to inspire as
well to inform, in keeping with a Freirean pedagogy of hope: ‘a mode
of hoping ... in the possibility of attaining the goal we dream up
[that] lies ... in the inspirational qualities of the goal itself, in its
capacity to ... expand the horizons of possibility’.?”
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6. A place of whole-of-system change: To take on the SDG agenda, univer-
sities need to change themselves. This is about appreciating the far-
reaching physical and social effects that universities generate every
minute of the day at multiple scales. If universities are to become less
of the problem and more of the solution, they need to not only help
others, but change inside out. In addition to weaving SDGs through
their curricula or running SDG hackathons or badging research
projects with specific SDGs, this requires altering their ‘physical,
organizational and institutional structures’ and ‘overall governance
and management practices’ to ensure that they are working for envi-
ronmental sustainability and social justice in all they do.?®

SDGs: A Witness Statement
for Higher Education

Like many people around the world, we two Australian authors have
recently emerged from catastrophic bushfires, floods, heatwaves and
drought. We are living 7z climate change. For all of us, climate change is
not some distant agenda ‘out there’, it’s here and now.”” Combined with
the ongoing impacts of COVID-19, including the worsened social and
economic inequalities that are in turn deepening climate change vulner-
abilities, the need for deep social change is more apparent than ever. One
of the reasons we advocate for the SDGs is because they explicitly address
the need to take urgent action on climate change and call for the trans-
formative change required to reduce both greenhouse gas emissions and
vulnerabilities in order to sustain life on the planet. On this and other
issues, the SDGs are the world’s witness statement to the planetary and
social condition—drawing attention to what needs to be attended to at
both local and global scales.

We ignore them at our peril.

Systems change of the sort the SDGs demand and universities require
is no quick fix. But quick work is needed to commence it now. For self-
serving reasons alone, universities need to rapidly begin transforming.
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They are already facing questions from potential students about the value
of university degrees in equipping them for the future and are already
under pressure to better demonstrate their positive impact. The time is
now to renew their purpose and revitalise their role in society. And one
such role has to be helping to scale up the SDG agenda from a niche or
abstract concept into the culture, literacy and workings of institutions,
including but not limited to higher education.

The challenge of changing universities is not to be underestimated. As
we argued in Chap. 3, they are highly resilient institutions. Some are
likely to be deeply committed to change, but still not do much differ-
ently, other than reshape a few processes, leaving untouched key areas
such as leadership and business decisions. As critical education scholars
have long pointed out, formal education is a mechanism of social repro-
duction, and so while degrees are sold to individuals as a route to social
mobility not social change, universities risk reinforcing existing hierar-
chies, structures and problems, as well as the social anxieties and ambi-
tions that legitimise them. The neoliberal university’s emphasis on
changing product and customer specifications (e.g. through course mar-
keting and/or Net Promoter Scores) must shift towards changing univer-
sity systems, goals and paradigms—including the culture itself—so that
society’s needs, including planetary integrity, are more effectively met.
This ‘third generation’ approach to impact is not just about new content
but new structures, processes and ethos, including the need to:

* Redirect the potential role and contribution of universities in address-
ing and reducing global socioeconomic and environmental inequali-
ties as the central priority.

* Shift the focus as a sector from competition to collaboration through
partnerships and networks across disciplinary areas and diverse stake-
holders, acknowledging that, as Audre Lorde has argued, the transfor-
mative challenge of the SDGs is to define and empower not to conquer
and divide.

* Work across boundaries to link up and scale up efforts across different
issues, identify synergies and tensions and foster a new way of working.
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* Balance the quest for new income sources and resources and the need
to do more with less, with increasing public commitment and belief in
the role of the university.

This is the transformative SDG agenda we imagine, animated by the
critical, regenerative politics needed to reshape the dominant unsustain-
able development trajectories in higher education and society more
broadly. More sustainable worlds are still possible, and higher education
has a vital role to play.
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