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WIN 0-04 – Higher Education in Crisis (I): “Within and Against the Public University” 

Chair: Joyce Canaan 

Thursday 9:45-11:15 WIN 0-04 

 

Openness in Education: Technology, Pedagogy and Critique 

Robert Farrow 

Critical theorists subscribe to the Hegelian view that philosophical or critical reflection is 

retrospective, and for fear of becoming uncritical are generally against the idea that 

particular worldviews or ideologies should be propagated through formal education.  This 

can make it difficult for the critical theorist to be anything other than negative about 

education, and perhaps with good reason:  modern education is undergoing seismic 

changes which often manifest themselves as crises of commodification, corporatization, or 

the intrusion of extreme forms of technological modernity into educational institutions.  Yet 

technological innovation raises pedagogical possibilities – many of them outside the 

academy – which are distinctly critical. 

In this presentation I assess the state of the art in educational technology, focusing on 

approaches which identify as ‘open’.   The kind of technological interventions in education 

typical of the last fifty years have often been centrally led and imposed, and thus 

representative of the encroachment of system imperatives into educational 

lifeworlds.  However, recent technologies present new possibilities for a less linear and more 

lateral approach to education.  While optimism about the pedagogical potential of new 

technologies must of course be tempered by remaining attentive to the dubious strategies 

and ideologies being employed by education policymakers.  I focus on the case of open 

education to show how technological change is bringing about opportunities both for new 

and inclusive pedagogies, and for social critique.  I appeal to Dewey, Freire and Illich to 

indicate some of the ways in which a radically democratic pedagogy rooted in information 

and communication technologies might stand as a bulwark to neo-liberal interventions in 

education, concluding with the suggestion that critical theorists should consider significant 

engagement with the design of learning system and communication technologies. 

 

University Education Within and Against Neo-Liberalism: Big Questions, Academia 

and the Corporate Ethos 

A. Salem 

 

This paper will argue that the present government’s reforms in higher education, far from 

simply being about cutting back state spending, are to do with extending the neo-liberal 
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project into a realm of cultural activity that has stood relatively free from commercialisation, 

or, to put it slightly differently, that has been protected from full exposure to the demands of 

commerce. In these circumstances, the paper goes on to recall and think about an event 

called Big Questions, the aim of which was to give a glimpse of an alternative model of 

educational practice – one that does not support neo-liberal orthodoxy in terms of creating 

self-interested individuals separated from any kind of community or solidarity and concerned 

largely with education as an investment. In no sense was Big Questions a political panacea, 

however, and its limitations will also be explored, including the various ways in which 

alternative or oppositional events like these can be appropriated and exploited by the very 

corporate culture that they criticise. The paper concludes by suggesting that such events are 

still worthwhile in themselves since, at least for a brief time, they may engender critical 

questioning of the current orthodoxy and, in doing so, open up new possibilities in thought 

and action. 

 

Compromising Sociology – Publicity, Connection and the Epistemological Politics of  

Higher Education Funding in the UK 

Des Fitzgerald 

 

In the wake of the financial crisis, and the subsequent re-structuring of higher education 

financing in the UK, there has been much comment on the ‘crisis’ brought about a de facto 

privatisation and marketisation of the way that higher education is funded. What has been 

less commented-on, however, is the way in which different disciplines – and thus different 

ways of producing knowledge – have been figured by this moment in very different ways.  

This paper approaches this question by considering the different fates, and reactions to 

those fates, of two very different disciplines: sociology and neuroscience. The paper uses 

the ‘Browne Review’ to examine how these two disciplines were positioned in the wake of 

the crisis. But it suggests that the different outcomes for these disciplines should be located 

not in intrinsic interest and utility – but in the different ways that each thinks about, and 

approaches, an external world, outside itself, of publics, interests, allies, connections, etc. 

At the heart of the paper is an argument that what has been missed in the analysis of the 

crisis so far is the emergence of a particular kind of intellectual politics. Drawing on Bruno 

Latour’s Irreductions, the paper suggests that it is a retreat from particular ways of 

connecting with the world that lies behind sociology’s inability to position itself well within this 

politicsd. It concludes with a call for a more ‘compromised’ sociology – one better able to 

weather an external world of rapidly-changing financial and political assemblages.   
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Higher Education in Crisis (II): “Critical Education/Radical Philosophy” 

Chair: Joyce Canaan 

Thursday 15 :45-17 :15 ABF003 

 

Towards a Utopian Methodology & Pedagogies 

Rhiannon Firth 

 

This paper seeks to develop a methodology suitable for identifying and conceptualizing the 

pedagogical aspects of utopian communities and autonomous social movements that 

engage in prefigurative political practices. The paper describes ‘critical utopianism’ as an 

approach to social change that is anti- rather than counter-hegemonic and has affinities with 

epistemological and political anarchism. In practice, critical utopias include a range of 

spaces such as intentional communities, eco-villages, housing co-operatives and the 

temporary occupied spaces of autonomous social movements. There is limited space in 

universities and academic discourse for identifying and thinking about utopias, and 

particularly the pedagogical processes of such movements, because they exist purposefully 

beyond established formal institutions of politics and education and engage in practices that 

transgress individualist and hierarchical assumptions. It is argued that even radical 

approaches to studying such spaces, such as critical pedagogy and public pedagogy can 

exhibit essentializing and recuperative aspects when applied to utopias. The paper therefore 

suggests a new methodology inspired by anarchist, post-colonial and Deleuzian theory. 

 

Selling Socrates, or the Unexamined Life and the University 

M. Altorf 

 

This paper investigates Martha Nussbaum’s claim that the dominant understanding of 

(higher) education as a commercial undertaking needs to be countered by a more Socratic 

pedagogy. Nussbaum makes this claim both in the recent Not for Profit (2010) and her 

earlier Cultivating Humanity (1997). For her, the future of democracies is at stake. 

        Nussbaum’s claim is investigated in two ways. First, I consider some of the 

consequences of the commercialisation of (higher) education. I shall argue that one of the 

most significant ones is the de-professionalisation of academics. Secondly, I consider a 

particular practice of Socratic Dialogue, namely that developed by Leonard Nelson (1882-

1927) and others. These two elements together suggest that the call for a more Socratic 

pedagogy is much more radical than Nussbaum envisages, as it challenges not just the 

commercialisation of higher education, but also current academic practice. This radical 

nature is most of all clear in the emphasis on experience of this Socratic method. 
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From the Pop Philosophy to the Popular University: From Deleuze to Onfray 

Angelos Triantafyllou 

 

When, in 2002, the philosopher Michel Onfray founded the Université Populaire (UP) in 

Caen, he wanted  to question the voluntary servitude model, applied by the official 

educational system. Thus he renewed a tradition that first appeared in the atmosphere of the 

Dreyfus affair. The UP being founded on the free consent of individuals, it is conceived as a 

laboratory that establishes a dynamic process between its teachers- contributors and the 

public. The UP questions the reproduction of the social system through a certain selection 

process which allows access to university studies only to those who are to play a part, 

already reserved for them, in the system. It questions  the official knowledge, the exclusion 

of workers from the process of knowledge. Organized around the principle of free education 

and of no remuneration, the teaching process  (an hour of lecturing followed by an hour of 

conversation with the public), consciously liberal or even libertarian, aims to create, at one's 

own pace, opportunities for self-liberation, to make a real impact on the life of everyone, to 

create a collective intellectual. Beyond legitimation and conversation, Onfray proclaims a 

return to the individual, never hiding that the starting point of his own reflection is the 

teaching of  Nietzsche and Deleuze. As did Deleuze, Onfray sets in motion the revolutionary 

becoming of the individuals, through molecular associations, or molecular revolutions.   

There is in Deleuze a core thought on teaching and education that merits to be emphasized, 

- being designated by him as pop philosophy. It is mainly the art of putting your own 

questions instead of answering cross-examinations, or obeying order-words; the art of 

escaping from the school conceived as  prison or  factory,  conceived as linear 

“segmentarity”, (i.e. a certain stage of  life), or as a binary “segmentarity”, (between master 

and pupil); the art of organizing a teaching course like a song of Bob Dylan- by theft not by 

imitation.    

It remains to show to what point the pop philosophy of Deleuze prepares, supports and goes 

beyond the Université Populaire of Onfray. 
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ABF003 – Higher Education in Crisis (III): “Within, Against and Beyond the Public  

University” 

Chair: Joyce Canaan 

Friday 9:30-11:00 ABF003 

 

Greek Protests 2008-11: Resistance, Dissent and Alternatives in and from Greek  

Higher Education 

Joyce Canaan & Spyros Themelis 

 

This paper analyses interviews we conducted with eight Greek educators/activists in the 

aftermath of ‘the Squares’ movement of participatory democracy in spring/summer 2011. We 

in part view this moment through the lens of ‘krisis’ or processes of ‘judging and rectifying an 

alleged disorder in or of’ democratic processes (Brown (2005:7). We also use Badiou’s 

(2010:243) understanding of an ‘event’ as that which enables ‘the creation of new 

possibilities’ seemingly impossible previously and by Badiou’s more recent (2012) 

consideration of uprisings as events with which alternative progressive processes and 

structures can be built.  

With this framework we explore activists’ perceptions of spring/summer 2011 Greek 

uprisings. As we suggest, they viewed these uprising as linked both to prior uprisings in 

Greece and more widely and to Greek responses to perceived harsh austerity measures on 

the Greek economy and on democratic rights by the actions of ‘the Troika’—the IMF, World 

Bank and European Central Bank. Thus for activists, the Greek spring/summer 2011 

uprising was a moment of ‘krisis’ that judged and sought to overcome recently imposed 

economic circumstances, and as a moment of possibility with which to  develop a more 

progressive economy and society.  

 

Critical Pedagogy, Critical Thinking and Transformative Learning 

Gurnam Singh & Stephen Cowden 

 

This paper seeks to discuss the distinctive quality of the contribution that the tradition of 

critical pedagogy provides to the promotion of critical thinking within Higher Education.  We 

first draw on the work of Burbules and Berk (1999) who argue that these two traditions have 

important similarities in approach, as well as significant. differences.  Having set out some of 

the philosophical frameworks, we go onto discuss the contemporary relevance of this 

debate, which lies in the way the predominance of a market based neo-liberal model of 

education has reshaped the relationship between students and teachers in ways that were 
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not anticipated by Freire.  Key to this is idea that universities are ‘businesses’ and students 

are the ‘customers’ or worst still ‘commodities’ of those businesses, which, as Henry Giroux 

has argued, devalues ‘critical intellectual work on the part of teachers and students for the 

primacy of practical considerations’ (1988:123).  

The paper concludes by arguing that if critical thinking offers the capacity to establish clarity 

about knowing, then critical pedagogy offers insights into how knowing is used and abused 

within real social relations. This combination offers a real possibility of developing a 

transformative educational pedagogy, where the learner not only learns about the difficulties 

associated with making accurate judgements about the world but also understands the 

relationship between truth claims (knowledge, including self knowledge), power and 

oppression. 

 

Independent Working-class Education as Gramsci Understood it: What Does it Mean  

for HE Practitioners Now? 

Colin Waugh 

 

I will describe in outline the creation by working-class activists and leftwing groups / parties 

in many countries in the period 1890-1930 of forms of independent working-class (adult) 

education (IWCE), focusing especially on the Plebs League here.  I will indicate reasons why 

after 1930 the legacy of this tradition was largely lost. I will try to show that much of Antonio 

Gramsci’s thinking, both before and during his imprisonment, including the main concepts 

customarily attributed to him, is best understood as a series of proposals for and reflections 

on IWCE. I will relate his preoccupation with this to his own class background and access to 

an Italian tradition of independent thought, as well as to discussion of such issues among 

socialists from the1840s. I will argue that the current state of mainstream H.E. makes it both 

possible and necessary to rebuild IWCE in a form appropriate to present-day circumstances, 

especially through labour movement organisations, and that attempts to do this need to be 

linked to efforts by practitioners in universities to organise themselves from below in support 

of valid curriculum content and teaching and learning strategies. I will argue, further, that 

Gramsci’s analyses of IWCE constitute the single most useful body of thinking currently 

available to people inside and outside HE who wish to pursue these aims.  

 

A Critique of Distance Learning and the Privatisation of 

Higher Education in Nigeria 

Adebola B. Ekanola 

 

In Nigeria, a high premium is placed on education given the understanding that it is an 

important instrument for empowering people and national development. Consequently, there 
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is an enormous demand for education across all the tiers of the education system in the 

country. This paper critically examines the attempt to meet the enormous demand for higher 

education in Nigeria through distance learning and the privatisation of tertiary institutions. 

The thesis of the paper is that while distance learning and private tertiary institutions render 

higher education accessible to more people, it has significantly eroded the standard of 

education in the country and also failed to significantly engender the much desired national 

development. Several reasons are identified for these inadequacies. These include the poor 

intellectual capacity of admitted students, the quest to maximise profit by private tertiary 

institutions, the pressure on public universities to be increasingly self-financing, poor 

regulatory institutions and standardisation systems, neglect of humanities based courses, 

and incompetent teaching personnel. 

To establish the thesis of the paper, the analytic and critical tools of philosophy are 

employed to examine the history of higher education in Nigeria, the content and 

implementation of the National Policy on Education, and the basic structure and operations 

of distance learning and private tertiary institutions in the country. 
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WIN 0-04 – Higher Education in Crisis (IV): “Alternatives Within and Against the 

University” 

Chair: Joyce Canaan 

Friday 16:00-17:30 WIN 0-04 

 

In, Against and Beyond the Neoliberal University: Critical Pedagogies, (Higher) 

Education and ‘Activism’ 

Gordon Asher & Leigh French 

 

Context: ‘In, against and beyond’ the University, drawing on John Holloway's theoretical 

work. 

Format: Two short provocations on teaching, learning and research in Higher Education that 

speaks to social justice and criticality. Drawing on critical pedagogy/popular education 

(Brookfield/Kane). Engagements outside the academy that speak to learning, teaching and 

research for social justice. Drawing on critical social movement theories (Hall & Clover; 

Crowther et al.). An exploration of aspects of the tensions and contradictions involved in 

working and studying in – and the dialogical links between social justice activism in and 

outwith - the neoliberal university (Chattterton). 

Gordon Asher:  Limitations and opportunities of teaching in ‘Learning and Educational 

Development’ (Lea & Street). Focus on: criticality (Brookfield) – on teaching critical thinking, 

reading and writing; the potential for engaging with projects that speak to alternative 

universities – 'Student as Producer' (Neary); 'Students as Co-Creators' (Bovill); and on 

Freire's question of who teaches the teacher? 

Leigh French: Limitations and opportunities of researching as a PhD student. Focus on the 

PhD by practice. 

 

Learning to Resist: on the Universities Ruins 

James Ellison & Paul Stewart 

 

This paper aims to critique current trends in the neo-liberalisation of education, as well as 

explore our experiences with the creation of critical alternatives. Together we began our 

participation at university, as art students, in the wake of the global economic and social 

‘crisis’ of 2008, albeit at separate institutions.Two of the main theoretical benchmarks we 

encountered while becoming art students were Jacques Ranciere and Pierre Bourdieu 

respectively. We have allowed these thinkers to permeate our education, they have aided us 
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in the exploration of notions such as institutional critique and radical aesthetico-political 

dissent. 

As the battle to stop the rise in fees exploded into the political imaginary of the student body, 

so did an extended period of experimentation with autonomous pedagogies. This shift in 

consciousness prompted Paul to begin his project The Alternative Art College in 2011, which 

created an experimental platform to question pedagogical processes, albeit temporarily. As 

both of us began the next stage of HE, as postgraduate students, we encountered further 

outlets for critical engagement. James became involved with the latter stages of the 

University for Strategic Optimism, a radical pedagogical and aesthetic anti-institution. While 

situated within a university  we initiated projects together, such as Education as Experiment, 

May, 2012 and Holding Knowledge Hostage, February, 2012. Theoretically the work of Boris 

Groys, who’s transdisciplinarity and contextual critique, influenced our critical approach to 

autonomous art praxis.  

 

Critique of the University from Lyotard, Freire and Succeeding Radical Educational  

Thought  

Jones Irwin 

 

‘[T]he ethos, not just the institutions, of society ought to be deschooled’  Ivan Illich 

The radicalisation of educational and political thought in the 1960’s, especially centred on 

the French context leading up to May ’68, furnishes us with some paradigmatic examples of 

the critique of the university both as a very notion and as a lived praxis. The most prominent 

example here is that of Jean Francois Lyotard, whose experience of the events at Nanterre 

most especially provide a fascinating example of the university in crisis. In this paper, I will 

look to some of Lyotard’s seminal writings from this time on Nanterre to explore the 

irreconcilable tensions at the heart of the notion of education itself. My guiding question here 

will be ‘to what extent can the critique of the university lead to a renewed conception of the 

university?’. I will also refer to the writings of Henri Lefebvre on this thematic (Lefebvre also 

taught during this tumultuous period of Nanterre).  

The second part of the paper will address the problematic of what succeeded ’68 and 

Nanterre, from a university perspective. With some reference to the emancipatory vision of 

Vincennes, I will also draw on the evolution of the critique of the university thematic into the 

later periods of the ‘90s and up to the present. Here, i will draw particularly on the work of 

Paulo Freire, while also cautioning against the sometimes overly complacent ‘positivist’ 

critiques of education in Freire’s successors in Critical Pedagogy (Mc Laren and Giroux). In 

the present context of university crisis,how  can the thinking of Lyotard, Lefebvre and Freire 

help us to progress the contemporary discussion and practices? 
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The Search for an Alternative to Conventional University Education: The Midpeninsula 

Free University of the 1960s 

Laura Nelson 

 

In the late 1960s, individuals in various cities around the world organized countercultural 

educational initiatives aimed at critiquing existing universities and offering alternative, 

inclusive spaces for learning and discussion. In Palo Alto, the community-based 

Midpeninsula Free University ran over a thousand courses between 1965 and 1970. My paper 

will explore the history of the Midpeninsula Free University, considering the pedagogical 

aims and relevance of this creative and unconventional educational experiment. Why did 

organizers create this alternative university in the mid-1960s? What were their theoretical and 

philosophical motivations? How did they see the Free University as different from existing 

institutions? What was the value of its unconventional pedagogical practices? In order to 

consider these questions, I will draw upon primary source archival documents, interviews 

with MFU organizers, and short writing selections from some of the foundational thinkers 

who inspired the MFU’s creation (Paul Goodman, Herbert Marcuse, and others). My paper’s 

discussion of the MFU organizers’ critiques of the conventional university and their strategies 

for creating an alternative – a space more radical, political, self-exploratory, relevant, non-

market-oriented and accessible – will place our contemporary discussion of free universities, 

especially those emerging in the United Kingdom in the wake of recent market oriented 

policy changes, in a larger historical narrative.  
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