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Introduction
The University at the End of the World

K E R I  F A C E R  and C H R I S T O P H E R  N E W F I E L D

abstract  The authors orga nized a con fer ence, “Global Higher Education in 2050: Imagining Univer-
sities for Sustainable Societies,” at the University of California, Santa Barbara, March 4–6, 2020, right 
before the cam pus was closed for eigh teen months in response to the COVID-19 pan demic. The event’s 
prem ise was that the futures of higher edu ca tion will be plu ral, must be respon sive to large inter na-
tional diver gences, and must be actively cre ated by global major i ties rather than pol icy elites. This intro-
duc tion describes the papers’ com mon pro ject of iden ti fy ing the key ele ments in the higher edu ca tion 
sta tus quo and fea tures that might lead toward unex pected futures. We sum ma rize the three hori zons 
meth od ol ogy that guided some of the work. We also out line the activ i ties of the third day, the work shop 
that sought a means of linking the pres ent to the future. This work con tin ues beyond the hori zons of the 
papers published here.

keywords  global higher edu ca tion, higher edu ca tion futures, future stud ies, crit i cal the ory, crit i cal 
uni ver sity stud ies, inter na tional edu ca tion, edu ca tion and diver sity, decolonial edu ca tion

Santa Barbara, March 6, 2020. Gray clouds drift across a blue sky, while a white 
pel i can or two fish in the cam pus lagoon. A few hun dred yards away, the Pacific 
crashes on a sandy beach where sand pip ers run through the foam. A bit fur ther 
inland, strik ing grad u ate stu dents begin to mass around the clock tower, paint
ing ban ners, set ting up AV equip ment, signposting march routes. Inside an insti
tu tional green room, robust tables and wellworn chairs are hauled into place for 
group work. Papers and cof ee cups are strewn all  over, Postit notes lit ter the walls, 
a clear bot tle of hand sanitizer is handed around, and the work begins on the last 
day of the last con fer ence before COVID19 sus pends the uni ver sity as we knew 
it—a con fer ence, fit tingly enough, concerned with the future of higher edu ca tion.

The uni ver si ties of most countries are trapped between the future and 
the past, unable to build on pre vi ous strengths, and unable to describe a future 
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other than an exten sion of famil iar, mostly los ing bat tles. The UC Santa Barbara 
 work shopcon fer ence was designed to elicit new ideas about what future uni ver si
ties can and should look like and then to draft diverg ing nar ra tives about the paths 
from here to 2050.

A year and a half later, we write this intro duc tion know ing what came next—
within three days the uni ver sity was closed down; within a week most inter na tional 
flights were can celed; within a month most countries under went mass unem ploy
ment. A global death toll began to rise that is not close to end ing, and an eco nomic 
cri sis was followed by a rebound that now seems most likely to widen all  types 
of inequal ity within and between countries. Universities spent a full year online, 
thou sands of staf are still out of work, and stu dents around the world under went 
a very dif er ent edu ca tion from the one they had imag ined would move their lives 
for ward. We are see ing new, incho ate debates about what higher edu ca tion actu
ally is.

The rapid ity of the shift in these events points to the hubris of any visions of 
global higher edu ca tion in 2050 that claim priv i leged knowl edge of what will come 
next. And indeed, for those in countries more famil iar with equally cat a strophic 
eco nomic and nat u ral dis rup tions, such an aware ness of the lim its of fore sight is 
noth ing new. So what, then, is the pur pose of a spe cial section explor ing this ques
tion of uni ver sity futures? Why think about the future at all  when the com plex ity 
of the pres ent, the rich ness of the mean while and its atten dant latent pos si bil i ties, 
is so hard to grasp?

Our argu ment begins with the asser tion that we are in the realm of pol i tics 
when we talk of the future. Futures are coor di na tion devices. They are cen tral to 
the cre a tion and sus te nance of polit i cal pro jects and mate rial prac tices. They act as 
pro grams around which peo ple, tools, finances, and orga ni za tions are mobi lized.1 
The pro cess of attend ing to futures forms an arena in which groups can con struct a 
col lab o ra tive agency where none existed before. More neg a tively, if we don’t think 
the future, oth ers will think it for us. The pro cess we used at this con fer ence is 
designed to avoid defen sive ness and to build on and beyond cri tique. The struc
tured imag in ing of futures is a pre cur sor to polit i cal mobi li za tion, to the coor di
na tion of action, and to the cre a tion of path ways to new pos si bil i ties. The rad i cal 
idea that things might be oth er wise, an idea that expresses and also pro duces a 
dis sat is fac tion with the pres ent and that pro jects a futu rity toward which action 
can be ori ented, is a fea ture of cri tique that seeks to posi tion itself as social actor 
as well as ana lyst and observer.2 Here, though, lie risks. The pro jec tion of futures is 
nec es sar ily also a col o niz ing move. An appeal to the future, a claim of fore sight, or 
a state ment of desire, is fre quently an exer cise in enclo sure. Indeed, the long and 
often murky his tory of the field of futures stud ies in the United States and Europe 
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points to the appro pri a tion of futures pro jec tions and tech niques as instru ments 
of neo con ser va tive con trol, mod ern ist plan ning, and elite tech no cratic cap ture.3

The onto log i cal and epis te mo log i cal foun da tions for work ing with futures 
there fore need to be clearly acknowl edged: that the future does not (yet) exist, that 
it can not be known (how ever much we believe it can), and that ideas of the future 
have recip ro cal impacts on the pres ent. These foun da tions require us to pay atten
tion to the con tin ual emer gence of new futures, to the nec es sary provisionality of 
our own and any other claims to fore sight, and to the way in which ideas of the 
future are already at play in the deci sions we are mak ing and the world that we per
ceive. Futures are, as the anthro pol o gist Arjun Appadurai explains, cul tural facts; 
they coor di nate beliefs, actions, and emo tions in the pres ent.4

An atten tion to the per for ma tive func tion of futures, how ever, should not sim
ply jus tify a return to pres ent ism and to the denial of the future as a site of respon si
bil ity and care. As human ity’s tech no log i cal capacities now exceed our under stand
ing of their con se quences—from the mil len nialong halflife of nuclear radi a tion to 
the long, slow time scales of car bon diox ide in the atmo sphere—our actions in the 
pres ent have mate rial, longterm con se quences. The future is not sim ply a space of 
imag i na tive fan tasy: it is a mate rial real ity being built, daybyday, by the actions of 
the pres ent. On that day in Santa Barbara, for exam ple, futures in which we are now 
liv ing were being made—not only in the invis i ble move ments of viruses and the 
immi nent explo sion of the hand sanitizer indus try but also in the uni ver sity pol i
cies steadily erod ing the secu rity and via ble work ing con di tions of youn ger aca dem
ics; in the con stant con nec tiv ity of every one in that room via email, WhatsApp, and 
Zoom; in the wild fires already starting on the hills above Highway 1.

Thinking about futures requires con tin u ous and some times con tra dic tory 
move ment—move ment between knowl edge, imag i na tion, reflec tion, and eth ics;  
between what is emerg ing in the pres ent, wildly diver gent ideas of the future, and  
the past depen den cies and inequalities of the world we inhabit already. Such ambig 
u ous ontol ogy trou bles con ven tional aca demic inquiry and has for over sixty years 
now.5 Empirical social sci ence cau tions against any inquiry into the future as  
an epis te mo log i cal impos si bil ity. Critical social sci ences, more com fort able with 
futures as sites of heg e monic power, attend to futures as dis cur sive prob lems. 
Activist social sci ence frames the future as a locus of desires and pro jects to move 
toward. In the study of higher edu ca tion, this ambi gu ity tends to resolve itself into 
a sit u a tion in which “the future” of uni ver si ties is treated pri mar ily as a ter rain of 
contesting nor ma tive pro jec tions and fears.6

In the Santa Barbara con fer ence from which this sec tion arises, we attempted, 
with no guar an tee of suc cess, to exper i ment with a dif er ent mode of think ing about 
the futures of higher edu ca tion that respects and seeks to work with this ambig u ous 
ontol ogy. To do so we drew on con cep tual tools from futures stud ies, a field that com
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prises tra di tions that draw both from neo lib eral plan ning, exem pli fied by pro jec tive 
futur isms of the fos silfuel indus try such as the “Shell Scenarios,” as well as from peace 
and con flict stud ies, the post war eth i cal human ism of Hannah Arendt and Hans Jonas, 
and rad i cal social thought. At the heart of this field is foregrounding the antic i pa tory 
assump tions oper a tive in any dis cus sion of the future, and an attempt to become reflex
ive about these assump tions. In crit i cal futures stud ies, the pur pose of such reflex iv ity 
is to cre ate an arena of pos si bil ity where groups can iden tify alter na tive futures that 
might be sub merged, ignored, disavowed, or latent in the pres ent. The goal is equally 
to explore how to cre ate con di tions so that “desired futures” can emerge.

As dis cus sion of uni ver sity futures tends to veer between inwardlooking accounts 
of inev i ta ble decline and out wardlooking technofan ta sies of inev i ta ble trans for
ma tion, a crit i cal futures prac tice, we conjectured, might open up a use ful con cep
tual space of pos si bil ity. Specifically, we drew on an approach called “three hori zons” 
that has been devel oped by Bill Sharpe and col leagues at the Institute for the Future 
that has been widely used in indus trial and NGO set tings as well as by social move
ment actors.7 Its onto log i cal and epis te mo log i cal assump tions echo those already 
discussed—of futures as open but shaped by the weight of his tory, of agency as inter
de pen dent and nego ti ated with other actors, of the gain of futures think ing being 
ori ented toward uncovering pos si bil i ties for action and coor di na tion in the pres ent 
rather than in pre dic tive power. Practically, it also serves the use ful pur pose of invit ing 
atten tion both toward sur fac ing nor ma tive desires and assump tions—the uni ver si
ties “we want”—and also toward the com pet ing futures for the uni ver sity that might 
be envis aged by other actors—whether human, tech no log i cal, or eco log i cal—or that 
may emerge sim ply from the con tin u a tion of pres ent unsat is fac tory arrange ments.

The frame work is a rel a tively sim ple one. It invites reflec tion on “Three Hori
zons of the Future”:

 •  Horizon 1: the par tic i pants’ obser va tions of the cur rent state of busi ness as usual, 
its weaknesses, its prob lems, and its assets;

 •  Horizon 2: the par tic i pants’ assess ment of poten tial dis rup tions, new actors, and 
com pet ing ideas of the futures that are emerg ing—and that have the poten tial to be 
coopted either toward the main te nance of a fail ing busi ness as usual (hori zon 1) 
and exten sion of its life, or toward the has ten ing of the con di tions of a hori zon 3;

 •  Horizon 3: the par tic i pants’ desired alter na tive state of afairs, the future that they 
want to come to pass.

Horizon 2 is the bridge between pres ent and future, and is espe cially dif  cult to 
elab o rate.

At its sim plest, the exer cise aims to sup port par tic i pants to more explic itly 
artic u late innate desires for the future, ana lyze the lim i ta tions (and strengths) of 
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the pres ent, and look beyond the insti tu tion to con sider the sorts of other devel op
ments that might be cat a lysts for change. It is “dis rup tion agnos tic,” encour ag ing 
atten tion to the poten tial for any tech nol o gies, events, and dis rup tions to be cap
tured and harnessed either for main te nance of the sta tus quo or for the open ing up 
of new spaces of pos si bil ity. Its sec ond help ful fea ture is its dual ori en ta tion—both 
inward to the existing insti tu tion and out ward to the world.

We invited con fer ence par tic i pants to pre pare a short talk on their views of the 
weaknesses and fail ings of the pres ent uni ver sity (hori zon 1); the desired futures 
that they might envis age for the uni ver sity (hori zon 3); and the emerg ing dis rup
tions, changes and nov el ties they could see in the pres ent that might have impli ca
tions for the future uni ver sity (hori zon 2).

Any attempt to think about the future, how ever, is par tial, pro vi sional, and 
situated in a par tic u lar time and place and with a par tic u lar set of assump tions. 
In our case, we did not fully engage with changes out side uni ver si ties. There was 
lim ited dis cus sion of sci ence and tech nol ogy, reflecting in part the dom i nance of 
human i ties and socialsci ence exper tise in the room. We did not dis cuss, for exam
ple, the poten tial impli ca tions in mas sive trans for ma tions in life sci ences for edu
ca tion, some thing that will inev i ta bly be seen as an over sight in the future. Nor did 
we dis cuss the chang ing idea of the stu dent that emerges as humans increas ingly 
aug ment them selves with new forms of nonhuman like intel li gence or as human
“nature” bound aries shift in the con text of eco log i cal and cli mate change. Although 
par tic i pants came from a range of countries—Brazil, Colombia, England, India, 
Norway, and South Africa as well as the United States—and showed us var i ous 
out sides to the US model with great reg u lar ity, the press ing finan cial, struc tural, 
and polit i cal con di tions of US higher edu ca tion framed much of the debate.

The papers here also do not reflect the final day of the event: a work shop that 
included all  par tic i pants and that con sid ered, through inten sive smallgroup dis
cus sion, these ques tions: What emerges from the three hori zons ideas presented 
over the last two days? What sites of pos si bil ity for change were emerg ing? Where 
might the lever age points arise for transforming uni ver si ties? We gen er ated three 
storylines—each in the form of a head line from 2050, an arti fact, and a nar ra tive 
of how this future came to pass. The pur pose of these stories was not to act as a 
pre dic tive tool, or to test our cur rent strat e gies against pos si ble sce nar ios. Rather, 
its aim was to pro vide a frame work for unset tling what we take for granted today, 
explor ing what we find hard to think about or imag ine, help ing us to under stand 
what we might want to find out more about, where we might act to nur ture seeds 
of pos si bil ity, how we might resist becom ing coopted into futures we don’t want to 
bring about.

These stories—sketched quickly here—explored the poten tial for new devel
op ments to be harnessed toward either a fail ing sta tus quo or a desir able future 
through cooptation, col lapse, or trans for ma tion.
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The first reflects a pro cess of “col lapse and slow recov ery.” The cur rent uni ver
sity par a digm (hori zon 1) con tin ues to grow and grow and become ever stron ger. 
Alternative seeds of hori zon 3 that this pro cess calls hori zon 2 don’t gain enough 
pur chase to change the sys tem’s fun da men tals. A shock, such as a cli mate event 
that causes mil li ons of deaths, causes a sud den col lapse of the auton omy of edu
ca tional insti tu tions from their nationstates, which are seized by mil i tary lead ers 
in major countries across the world. These fig ures estab lish dic ta tor ships to inten
sify com pe ti tion for the resources needed to adapt coun trybycoun try to cli mate 
disas ter. Our story picked up after that dic ta tor ship had been in place for a while.

Story 1
Headline: “The Junta Is Deposed and the University Takes Over”
Memorial/Artifact: A clean water fall with drink ing water avail  able to every one
In the col lapse years of the 2020s and 2030s, hun dreds of thou sands of PhDs 
formed net works with each other and in sol i dar ity with local com mu ni ties, playing 
a repar a tive role in col lapse; a cohort of crit i cal aca dem ics from across all  dis ci
plines left to join these com mu ni ties and set up Fugitive Universities—work ing to 
reclaim land, space, and knowl edge pro duc tion. These uni ver si ties play a role in 
hous ing, feed ing, and redeploying tech nol ogy for sur vival. Over time, they become 
cen tral to peo ple’s daily lives and take over gov ern ment after a period of author i tar
ian dic ta tor ship. How does this new com bi na tion of roles play out?

The sec ond story is “cap ture and exten sion.” Here, hori zon 3 ideas of a uni ver sity 
for sus tain able soci e ties are so far from the main stream that they can’t gain pur
chase. Business as usual suc cess fully cap tures all  the inno va tion and emerg ing pos
si bil i ties in hori zon 2 to pro long its suc cess. But busi ness as usual still decreas ingly 
fits with chang ing needs and con di tions. By 2050, the sys tem has not col lapsed, and 
the famil iar hodge podge uni ver sity sys tems are still in place, with today’s wealthy 
pri vate uni ver si ties doing bet ter than ever in more countries of the world, while 
every one else is doing some what worse. But sta bi liz ing prac tices are increas ingly 
coun ter pro duc tive and, by 2050, gen er ate pow er ful con trary responses.

Story 2
Headline: “Uber Grant Funds New General Education Curriculum”
Memorial/Artifact: A statue of the uni ver sity pres i dent hold ing hands with the grad u ate  
stu dent strike group
As the prob lem of stu dent debt grew more and more sub stan tial and threat ened 
the uni ver sity’s con tin ued exis tence, a part ner ship was built with hedge funds and 
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mar kets to pur chase stu dent debt, con vert this into bonded labor, and sell stu dent 
labor, infor ma tion and data to the highest bid der. Education is ofered as a form of 
inden ture—with fees paid in return for future labor. What hap pens to this sys tem?

The third story is “chal lenge and trans for ma tion.” This group tells a story of what 
hap pens when cur rent busi ness as usual for uni ver si ties (hori zon 1) declines 
unevenly but steadily and when eforts to sus tain and eforts to dis man tle and 
rebuild are fairly evenly matched and com pete for power (hori zon 2). Over the long 
term, a com pletely new form of uni ver sity emerges (hori zon 3) that is  able to har
ness the inno va tions in hori zon 2 for its ben e fit and still retain the fea tures of hori
zon 1 that should be retained.

Story 3
Headline: “International Covenant Formed among 200 Universities to Transform Prisons  
and Internment Camps into College Campuses”
The chang ing pub lic mood of the 2020s postCOVID19 saw mil i tary funding redi
rected to col lege edu ca tion, a debt jubi lee for stu dent debt, and uni ver si ties chang ing 
their cur ric ula. The new cur ric ula orga nized around the five Es (eth i cal, embed ded, 
exper i men tal, equal, and eco log i cal) com bine local and tra di tional knowl edge with 
pow er house sci en tific and tech no log i cal insights for the pub lic good. How do these 
new cur ric ula play out in rela tion to other key ele ments of the sys tem?

The work shop par tic i pants spent the first part of this final day devel op ing their par
tic u lar storylines, and then the sec ond half of that day com par ing them. We hope 
to recombine these par tic i pants with other groups in another coun try in order to 
con tinue the pro cess.

As the orga niz ers, we were moti vated by a gnawing sense that for uni ver si
ties, the hour is very late. Since World War II, uni ver si ties in most countries have 
of cially prom ised social mobil ity to their stu dents and new knowl edge to their 
soci e ties, while serv ing unof  cially as sites for strug les toward per sonal self
dis cov ery and eman ci pa tion and the for ma tion of dem o cratic capabilities. Uni
versities were also asked to become more inclu sive and to sup port pro gres sive 
social move ments by those that they had excluded. And yet, in response to polit i
cal pres sures, uni ver si ties have narrowed their pub lic ben e fits to eco nomic returns 
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and downplayed their con tri bu tions to intel lec tual growth and social jus tice. This 
has in turn weak ened their social efects at a time when they most need them to 
appeal for sup port beyond tra di tional elites. Most soci e ties are divided or uncer
tain about what uni ver si ties are sup posed to do, and sup port for them has become 
rit u al is tic, ambiv a lent, unre li able, and riven by com pet ing selfinter ests. Countless 
indi vid u als and pro grams within uni ver si ties have made major con tri bu tions to 
addressing the ongo ing cri ses of our age—the decline of democ racy, the growth 
of eco nomic inequal ity, the resur gence of white supremacism, the per sis tence of 
mil i tary vio lence, and the havoc of cli mate cri sis. And yet this seems as much in 
spite as because of uni ver si ties them selves.

Universities have lost their storylines and need new ones. Even their advo cates 
are ask ing, what are the uses of the uni ver sity in its pres ent form? Should the shape 
of uni ver si ties fun da men tally change? Would new insti tu tional forms do bet ter at 
bring ing higher learn ing to bear on global prob lems? What kinds of future uni ver
si ties would we like to see? The papers col lected here ofer spe cific responses to 
these ques tions. They are one part of an ongo ing pro ject to con struct futures for 
higher edu ca tion that escape the dom i nant forces shap ing them today.

KERI FACER is pro fes sor of edu ca tional and social futures at the University of Bristol, 
where she works across dis ci plines on the rela tion ships between edu ca tion, futures, deep 
time, and envi ron men tal and tech no log i cal change. She has just fin ished an edited col lec
tion, Working with Time in Qualitative Research: Case Studies, Theory and Practice (with Johan 
Siebers and Bradon Smith), is edi tor in chief of Futures, and has recently been work ing 
with UNESCO on its Futures of Education 2050 Commission. Her work is now turn ing 
toward the ques tion of how to cul ti vate the “tem po ral imag i na tion.”

CHRISTOPHER NEWFIELD is the author of a tril ogy of books on higher edu ca tion, 
the most recent being The Great Mistake: How We Wrecked Public Universities and How We 
Can Fix Them. A dis tin guished pro fes sor emer i tus at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara, he is direc tor of research at the Independent Social Research Foundation in 
London.

Notes
1. Van Lente, “Navigating Foresight.”
2. Unger, False Necessity; Levitas, Utopia as Method.
3. Andersson, Future of the World.
4. Appadurai, Future as Cultural Fact.
5. Andersson, Future of the World.
6. See for example UNESCO IAESLC, Thinking Higher and Beyond; for a critique of futures 

thinking in education, see Facer, “Futures in Education.”
7. Sharpe et al., “Three Horizons.”
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