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Imagination and the Future University
Between Critique and Desire

K E R I  F A C E R

abstract This essay argues that think ing about uni ver sity futures requires not only prac tices of cri
tique and desire, but prac tices of rig or ous and reflex ive imag i na tion. Building on Bill Sharpe’s three 
hori zons frame work, it argues that debates about uni ver sity futures are dom i nated by hori zon 1 think
ing (cri tique of the cur rent sit u a tion) and hori zon 3 think ing (nor ma tive aspi ra tions toward desir able 
futures) but that there is lim ited explo ra tion of hori zon 2 (the emerg ing pos si bil i ties that may cre ate 
rad i cal dis rup tion). The arti cle draws on futures and antic i pa tion stud ies, in par tic u lar Ziauddin Sar
dar and John Sweeney’s “postnormal menag erie,” to model a set of imag i na tive inqui ries into the blind 
spots, blank spots, and dif fer ent forms of igno rance through which highly diver gent uni ver sity futures 
might be explored. It con cludes by pro pos ing two sce nar ios for uni ver sity futures—the “Campus of the 
Sky” and the “Pirate University”—as sites of gen er a tive exper i men ta tion and fur ther research, and with a 
call for a rad i cal diver si fi ca tion of par tic i pa tion in dia logues about the future of the uni ver sity.

keywords  futures, higher edu ca tion, uni ver si ties, time, method

An invi ta tion to write about “Global Higher Education in 2050” is an invi ta tion to 
the imag i na tion. On a thirty-year time hori zon, in con di tions of rad i cal uncer tainty 
fueled by cli mate cri sis, trans for ma tive tech nol o gies, new pop u lisms, and rogue 
elites, any claim to knowl edge of the uni ver sity of 2050 is likely to be wrong. The 
chal lenge, then, is to imag ine the future of the uni ver sity in ways that respect its 
epis te mo log i cal ambi gu ity; to work out how to avoid being locked sim ply into the 
pre oc cu pa tions and pre sump tions of the pres ent, or drowned in wish ful fill ment 
and escap ist fan tasy; and to explore how think ing with this other, strange time of 
the “not-yet” might open up glimpses of a uni ver sity capa ble of engen der ing sus-
tain able and socially just futures.

My response to this invi ta tion, then, is less a nor ma tive aspi ra tion for a future 
uni ver sity than a brief inquiry into the prob lem of even think ing about the future 
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of the uni ver sity; a set of pro pos als for con cep tual tools that might be of use; and 
an explo ra tion of poten tial sites for exper i men ta tion with the form and prac tice of 
the uni ver sity that might ensue if we use them.

Thinking about University Futures
The ter rain of con tem po rary debates over the future of the uni ver sity is a crowded 
field, pop u lated by aca dem ics spe cial iz ing in higher edu ca tion, uni ver sity lead-
ers and aca dem ics speak ing from within their own insti tu tions, pol icymak ers and 
pun dits gen er at ing prog no ses of var i ous fail ings and poten tial solu tions, and a 
grow ing “edu ca tion” indus try mak ing con fi dent pre dic tions about future trans-
for ma tions. These con tri bu tions tend to fall into one of the two categories famil-
iar from Bill Sharpe’s “Three Horizons.”1 First, we have an abun dance of what we 
might call hori zon 1 cri tiques of the cur rent neo lib eral uni ver sity and its fail ings 
(as in the raft of pub li ca tions that have followed Bill Readings’s The University in 
Ruins, although we should note that cri tiques of the uni ver sity have been around 
since its incep tion). Second, we have a vari ety of hori zon 3 pro jec tions of the 
desired future, whether these man i fest as workarounds with its existing fail ings 
(as in Stefano Harney and Fred Moten’s the ory of the “undercommons”); defenses 
of Enlightenment research (as in the work of Stefan Collini and col leagues); or 
rad i cally trans for ma tive objects of desire (as in the techno-fan ta sies of the Singu-
larity University or the ecotopian visions of the pluriversity).2 In the space between 
these com pet ing cri tiques of the pres ent and com pet ing desires for the future lie 
both phil o soph i cal accounts of ideal-typ i cal uni ver si ties and socio log i cal ana ly-
ses of the con tem po rary mech a nisms of day-to-day incre men tal change within 
higher edu ca tion: stud ies of new pub lic man age ment tech niques, or research 
into new forms of aca demic iden tity, stu dent expe ri ence, cur ric u lum inno va tion, 
tech nol ogy adop tion, and so on, reflecting the increas ing com plex ity of what is 
increas ingly called “the sec tor.”

Few of these ana ly ses, how ever, par tic u larly help us to think of the range 
of poten tial futures that might emerge for the uni ver sity of 2050. They point us 
toward the weaknesses and fail ings of the cur rent sys tem, they show us our desires 
for a dif er ent future, and they tell us what is hap pen ing now. But they are lim ited 
in their capac ity to help us con sider the as-yet-unthought pos si bil i ties of what a 
uni ver sity might be and become over the next thirty years—or to help us to work 
through an unfolding and com plex real ity that may be indif er ent to both our fears 
and desires. Nor do they nec es sar ily point us toward the cracks and pos si bil i ties for 
dis rup tive change that may be emerg ing at the mar gins of the pres ent, cracks that 
might be needed if we want to find open ings for a uni ver sity ade quate to work ing 
toward “sus tain abil ity” in all  its ambi gu ity.3
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In Search of the Second Horizon
What might it mean, then, to study hori zon 2—this space between cri tique and 
desire? How can we con cep tu al ize the ter rain of the sec ond hori zon? In Sharpe’s 
orig i nal frame work, this is under stood as the space of “short-term inno va tion.” 
Other fram ings of this site of pos si bil ity, how ever, also come to my mind. We 
might see it as the mul ti lay ered space of Donna Haraway’s “thick pres ent” and the 
domain of Roberto Unger’s “neg a tive capa bil ity,” of Brian Massumi’s abun dant and 
rich con tra dic tions, of Slavoj Žižek’s (and Antonio Gramsci’s) mon sters, or of Lynn 
Margulis’s sym bi o sis.4 Studying this sec ond hori zon, then, may require height ened 
atten tion to latent pos si bil i ties and unex pected coemergence. We require not only 
the tools of crit i cal the ory, prac tice the ory, and actor net work the ory that trace the 
con tours of the pres ent and the past, but tools that can snag our atten tion on what 
is begin ning to hap pen at the edges, what is grow ing beneath, and what has the 
poten tial for muta tion. This requires an inter play between the empir i cal and the 
imag i na tive. It demands atten tion to pro cesses of what we might call futures-in-
the-mak ing, which arise from contingencies, sym bi o sis, and emer gence and can-
not be fully known in advance.5

From the per spec tive of higher edu ca tion schol ars, hori zon 2 might also be 
under stood as the domain of Sharon Stein’s world “beyond reform,” where we leave 
behind strat e gies of man a ge rial incre men tal ism or bat tles over cur rent power hier-
ar chies and begin to attend to the gen er a tive poten tial of exper i ments in emer gent 
prac tice.6 Central to this exper i men tal space beyond reform and with out guar an-
tees is atten tive ness to the pos si bil ity of change that emerges beyond our con trol 
and at the edges of our knowl edge. It is pre mised on an onto log i cal assump tion that 
pro vin cial izes the human as a dis tinc tive part of wider net works and pro cesses. It is 
driven by a posi tion of epis te mo log i cal mod esty: there is much that we do not and 
can not know about the futures that will arise from such exper i ments.

Donna Haraway invokes “SF”—sto ry ing, fic tions, sci ence, spec u la tion, fabu-
lation—as tools to think with in this space, and there are some novel exper i ments 
emerg ing using these tools to envis age new uni ver sity futures in the sec ond hori-
zon (includ ing, for exam ple, Dylan McGarry and col leagues’ “Pluriversity for Stuck 
Humxns”).7 We can also, how ever, turn to the contested field of futures and antic i-
pa tion stud ies.8 This field’s refusal to set tle tamely in the land of the evi dence or to 
be rel e gated to the realm of pure spec u la tion con tin ues to posi tion it at the edges of 
uni ver si ties bound by dis ci plin ary arrange ments that sep a rate the empir i cal from 
the imag i na tive. This unruly field today spills over into dis ci plines rang ing from 
tech nol ogy inno va tion to edu ca tion and from phi los o phy to anthro pol ogy, and 
defi nes itself var i ously as futures research, antic i pa tion stud ies, crit i cal futures, 
Indigenous futures, her i tage futures, spec u la tive futures, and in many other ways. 
It com prises, as Jenny Andersson’s com pre hen sive his tor i cal account dem on strates, 
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both Cold War war riors allied with fos sil fuel, colo nial, and neo lib eral inter ests; 
and activ ists, phi los o phers, polit i cal the o rists, and crit i cal ped a gogues seek ing to 
chal lenge them.9 Indeed, it is the strug le between moves to col o nize the future 
by existing pow ers and the pos si bil ity of sus tain ing plu ral, open futures that has 
shaped much of the field as it stands today.

This strug le between the col o ni za tion of the future and the attempt to keep 
open the pos si bil ity of alter na tive futures has spawned an array of prac tices that 
we might under stand as reflex ive tools for the imag i na tion, hooks and lures that 
help with the pro cess of fish ing in the deep waters of the thick pres ent. These 
include frame works for reflecting on antic i pa tory assump tions, the long his tory of 
sce nario prac tices, the con sul ta tive work of Delphi pro cesses, the play ful tools of 
spec u la tive design, the grow ing field of cli mate fic tion, and prac tices draw ing on 
Indigenous wis dom tra di tions. Together, these ofer resources for reflecting upon 
and enriching the imag i na tion of what is and may be emerg ing in the pres ent. 
Sharpe’s three hori zons pro cess, which struc tures this spe cial sec tion, is also one 
of these: a sen si tiz ing tool to encour age atten tion to both dif er ent time hori zons 
and dif er ent ori en ta tions to the future.

Attention to the prob lem of think ing the future is also emerg ing across mul-
ti ple dis ci plines more loosely allied to futures and antic i pa tion stud ies. Literary 
and phil o soph i cal tra di tions of uto pian think ing are being recov ered (for exam-
ple, in Ruth Levitas’s work on uto pia as method);10 his to ri ans and archae  ol o gists 
are adding insights into rela tions between futures and pro cesses of curated decay, 
of loss and decline;11 peace and con flict stud ies draw atten tion to the active pro-
cesses of mem ory and rep a ra tion as a bases for transformed futures;12 the study of 
time and tem po ral ity, and the pro vin cial i za tion of Euro pean con cep tions of time, 
are  rad i cally transforming the foun da tions of “futures” think ing.13 For those of us 
work ing and think ing with the ques tion of the future of higher edu ca tion, these 
the o ret i cal and meth od o log i cal resources ofer many dif er ent ways of approach-
ing this sec ond hori zon and its pri mary ques tion: What is emerg ing now?

For this essay, how ever, I will use just one of the con cep tual tools that derive 
from the field of futures stud ies—what Ziauddin Sardar and John Sweeney call 
their “menag erie of postnormal ani mals”—to go fish ing for mutant futures of the 
uni ver sity that may emerge from the murky and mul ti lay ered waters of the deep 
pres ent.14

Working with the Postnormal Menagerie
The postnormal menag erie is a col lec tion of met a phors to think with that emerge 
var i ously from the imag i na tions of Nassim Nicholas Taleb, Vinay Gupta, and Sar-
dar and Sweeney.15 The idea of postnormal times pos its sit u a tions in which con-
fi dence in knowl edge and pro spec tive assump tions is pro foundly unset tled by 
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com plex ity, chaos, and con tra dic tions. These sit u a tions are com plex because their 
uncer tainty can not be man aged sta tis ti cally through risk, nor can a sin gle view-
point ofer a com plete over view; cha otic because these are moments that sit on 
the edge between sta bil ity and tur bu lence, in which small changes can have sig nif-
i cant trans for ma tive efects; and con tra dic tory because they con tain tra jec to ries 
and view points that can not be rec on ciled or nego ti ated, only transcended.16 Such 
sit u a tions are also char ac ter ized by a tem po ral ity of urgency, in which the demand 
to respond to rapid and seem ingly trans for ma tive change impedes slow reflec tion 
and anal y sis while requir ing new think ing, diverse per spec tives, and the rad i cal 
questioning of existing assump tions.

The postnormal menag erie, in turn, is a set of tools for think ing that con-
sists of three ani mal met a phors that point to dif er ent routes toward the emer-
gence of postnormal con di tions. First, the famil iar and usu ally misused idea of 
the “black swan”—deriv ing from the old idea that a black swan was impos si ble 
(until it wasn’t)—pro posed by Nicholas Nassim Taleb in his 2007 book of the same 
name.17 This phrase is com monly used to refer to unfore seen, rad i cally improb a ble 
new real i ties that are assumed to be impos si ble according to cur rent prob a bil i ties: 
a black swan (or in Taleb’s case a rad i cal change in the eco nomic sys tem) that is 
assumed to be impos si ble—until it is dis cov ered or hap pens.

Second, we have the “black ele phant,” a term coined by the human i tar ian engi-
neer-turned-blockchain-futur ist Vinay Gupta with his usual blend of humor and 
acu ity, as a mash-up between the “black swan” and the “ele phant in the room.” The 
black ele phant describes those things that a group of peo ple close to the sub ject are 
pretty sure is a major and likely prob lem but that every one else is try ing to ignore—
until they hap pen. The cur rent pan demic is a case in point. The real ity is being 
thought, but only by some.

Third, the “black jel ly fish” is a met a phor devel oped by Sardar and Sweeney to 
describe a phe nom e non—the every day jel ly fish—that looks like some thing nor-
mal and unprob lem atic now but that, pushed to rapid change by a slight bifur ca-
tion in the surrounding sys tem or inter ac tion with a small shift in another every-
day phe nom e non, emerges into a rad i cally dis rup tive phe nom e non. Here they 
point to the exam ple of a mass jel ly fish bloom that shut down a Ger man nuclear 
power sta tion in response to changes in sea tem per a ture. In try ing to grap ple with 
the black jel ly fish, we might also turn to Anna Tsing and Elizabeth Pollman’s work 
on the gen er a tive poten tial of con tin gency aris ing from every day objects in inter-
ac tion, such as their tales of the inter ac tions between the Arab  astro labe and Chi-
nese com pass that that helped Euro pe ans aim their guns and thereby transformed 
war fare rad i cally and unpre dict ably. These inter ac tions of mun dane or every day 
knowl edge or mate ri als to form a his tor i cally trans for ma tive event or pro cess are 
instances of what they call a “his tor i cal coa les cence.”18 There is much unpicking 
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to be done of the dis tinc tions between these coa les cences and Sardar and Swee-
ney’s postnormal “bursts,” but that is more prop erly the sub ject of another arti cle. 
To note that both fore ground the poten tially rad i cally trans for ma tive inter ac tions 
between seem ingly every day pro cesses and actors, which cre ate new real i ties from 
their con junc tion, is suf  cient for now.

These three ani mals, in turn, draw atten tion to three dif er ent forms of igno-
rance.

The black swan fore grounds the igno rance of time, the impos si bil ity of know-
ing what will hap pen next until some thing new is dis cov ered. This is defined by 
Sweeney and Sardar as “vincible igno rance”—igno rance that, given time, will 
dimin ish as the nov elty pre vi ously seen as van ish ingly unlikely occurs.

The black ele phant fore grounds the igno rance of stand point and habit: the 
lack of atten tion to known infor ma tion that could easily be found given attention 
to other per spec tives and the lim its of any one per son’s, group’s, insti tu tion’s, or 
tra di tion’s knowl edge. This igno rance Sweeney and Sardar call “basic igno rance,” 
and they argue that it can be addressed through find ing out more, talking to oth ers, 
lis ten ing, or ask ing ques tions.

The black jel ly fish, how ever, fore grounds a dif er ent sort of igno rance, what 
Sardar and Sweeney call “invin ci ble igno rance,” which points to the impos si bil ity 
of know ing in advance how the coin ci dence of dif er ent every day ele ments might 
cre ate a rapid and dis rup tive trans for ma tion. This form of igno rance is per haps 
best cap tured by D. H. Lawrence:

Imagine that any mind ever thought a red gera nium!
As if the red ness of a red gera nium could be any thing but a sen sual expe ri ence and 

as if sen sual expe ri ence could take place before there were any senses.19

If we take this form of igno rance seri ously, then this is an igno rance that can not 
ever know itself as igno rance. It is like a three-dimen sional mind attempting to 
imag ine life in a twelve-dimen sional world with out know ing those other dimen-
sions exist. This is not a form of igno rance that will be over come, but it is a form 
from which, instead, a gen er a tive and explor atory play ful ness might ensue.

Before using these terms, it is worth not ing that despite their advo cacy by 
schol ars of color, they derive from a Euro cen tric fram ing of black ness as other, 
alien, and unex pected. Today, the rac ist con se quences of uni formly fram ing oth er-
ness, par tic u larly when asso ci ated with risk, uncer tainty, and anx i ety, as black ness 
can not be ignored—in par tic u lar when the color is inci den tal to the point being 
made. I sug est, then, that we rename these crea tures—as we are in the land of 
met a phor and imag i na tion—the black ele phant, the pink swan, and the rain bow 
jel ly fish. The black ele phant takes its mean ing from the mash-up of the ele phant 
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with the orig i nal idea of a black swan, and so its black ness is worth keep ing. A pink 
swan, in con trast, more accu rately rep re sents the highly unlikely nov elty that we 
assume can not exist, which the orig i nal black swan con cept implied. And a rain-
bow jel ly fish per haps gets closer to the poten tial of every day real i ties to coa lesce 
into very dif er ent forces and to rad i cally trans form the ter rain of action (as a rain-
bow emerges from water and light into a new for ma tion).

How, then, might we work with these inten tion ally absurd crea ture-
met a phors—the pink swan, black ele phant, and rain bow jel ly fish—as cog ni tive 
tools to help us delve into the abun dant pos si bil i ties of the sec ond hori zon? How 
can they help us to explore new sites for gen er a tive exper i men ta tion with the idea 
of a uni ver sity?

Working with the Menagerie
Let’s begin with some black ele phants. What is being ignored that is already in 
train? What are we as writ ers and think ers about the futures of the uni ver sity being 
warned of that we are attempting to ignore? Who is the “we” in our con ver sa tions? 
What is this “we” too embarrassed to con sider? What is being said by voices we do 
not wish to hear? Several can di dates (among many oth ers) spring to mind.

One is cli mate catas tro phe. Extrapolating from the cur rent com mit ments of 
state parties to reduce green house gas emis sions, the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) fore casts three to four degrees Cel sius of global warming 
before the end of this cen tury. The last time the planet was three degrees warmer, 
there were cam els in the arc tic. The speed of warming is one hun dred times faster 
than nat u ral sys tems can respond to. Biodiversity loss is esca lat ing, not decreas ing. 
Eighty-five per cent of wet lands that fil ter water and pro vide flood pro tec tion have 
been lost. Sea level rise of twenty to thirty cen ti me ters is broadly predicted, and, 
under the IPCC’s sec ond-highest sce nario, coastal and tidal cit ies face los ing huge 
areas of land this cen tury. There is a strong like li hood of these efects hap pen ing 
much more quickly than the “net zero by 2050” goals cur rently dom i nat ing pub lic 
debate imply.20

Another pos si ble black ele phant is demo graphic change. There were 2.5 bil lion 
peo ple on the planet in 1950 and 7.7 bil lion in 2019, and the UN fore casts 9.7 bil lion in 
2050. This change is uneven. Europe is aging. Africa is young. China is encour ag ing 
its peo ple to have three chil dren. India will take over from China as the world’s most 
pop u lous coun try in the near future. The demo graphic div i dend of declin ing fer-
til ity and increas ing work ing-age pop u la tions is shifting away from Europe and the 
United States toward Africa and Latin America. The world is reaching “peak child,” 
and our cur rent eco nomic struc tures are not designed around aging pop u la tions.21

Another black ele phant that receives less atten tion is fer til ity col lapse. The 
global pen e tra tion of water and food supplies by plas tics glob ally is caus ing 
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sig nifi  cant con cern among increas ingly large groups of med i cal research ers and 
bio sci en tists about their impact on sperm counts. Current pro jec tions sug est a 
twenty-year win dow of time for a reduc tion of plas tic in the envi ron ment before 
all  repro duc tion will require assis tance. What will hap pen to the global bal ance of 
power as fer til ity decline coin cides with uneven global demo graphic shifts?

Of course, many more peo ple now under stand the risk of new pan dem ics than 
was the case when we held our work shop in March 2020. And yet even with this 
global expe ri ence, many gov ern ments are ignor ing med i cal advice about the risks 
of the rapid elim i na tion of masking and dis tanc ing restric tions as this sec tion goes 
to press in the spring of 2022. Authorities still ignore warn ings that don’t seem 
impor tant from their van tage point far from the streets, hos pi tals, and lab o ra to ries 
where knowl edge is being cre ated. They will do this again in the future, in a pro cess 
in which our “basic igno rance” of the black ele phant is repeat edly renewed.

As we think about uni ver sity futures, the appear ance and indeed con ver gence 
of any of these black ele phants has the poten tial to shift the con text for uni ver sity 
oper a tions into “postnormal” con di tions of rapid dis rup tion and change. Taking 
this seri ously might mean pre par ing for sce nar ios of migra tion and col lapse with 
visions for uni ver si ties as hubs for adap ta tion, wel come, and sanc tu ary. It might 
mean begin ning more cre a tively to explore what hap pens in a uni ver sity ori ented 
toward edu ca tion for older adults, in con di tions of long-term reduced inter na-
tional move ment, or in con di tions where there are no more eigh teen-year-olds 
com ing through the door. Just a quick scan of these rea son ably well-rec og nized 
black ele phants shows up the lim its of con tem po rary thought about the futures of 
uni ver si ties.

Pink swans are, by defi  ni tion, invis i ble from our cur rent per spec tive in time 
and place. As far as we are concerned, they don’t exist, are too out land ish to con-
sider, and can not hap pen. The use in seek ing them out and begin ning to imag-
ine them is to draw our atten tion to the taken-for-granted assump tions about the 
future that we are work ing with and that pre clude our atten tion to them. Here Sar-
dar and Sweeney invite us to ask: What do we think will never hap pen? For those of 
us work ing inside uni ver si ties, answers might include the fol low ing:

 • The mass with drawal of young peo ple from uni ver sity edu ca tion as part of a mass 
dis en chant ment with the idea of a future in which edu ca tion mat ters;

 • The renationalization of all  uni ver si ties as part of crit i cal state infra struc ture along 
with their full funding by gov ern ments sud denly concerned about knowl edge;

 • The inven tion and free dis tri bu tion of a form of arti fi cial intel li gence that can 
har vest online infor ma tion and pro vide basic intro duc tory uni ver sity courses, at 
min i mal cost, to any stu dent who wants them to the same stan dard as a cur rently 
stressed, pre car i ously employed, junior lec turer;
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 • The trans for ma tion of all  pris ons into cen ters of higher edu ca tion;
 • The vol un tary sal ary reduc tion by the pro fes so riat and uni ver sity lead er ship to 

cre ate uni ver si ties with pay scales equiv a lent to the US mil i tary—that is, where 
lead ers earn no more than eight times the pay of any employee.

Naming these impossibilities use fully, then, gen er ates the reverse ques tion: Why 
are these things not pos si ble? And are these impossibilities use ful sites for exper-
i men ta tion?

Of course, these exam ples reflect my own pre oc cu pa tions and dem on strate 
my own blind spots. Which is why these dis cus sions are best when they hap pen 
in rooms with peo ple with highly diverse lives and expe ri ences. Again, the pur-
pose here is not to cre ate robust pre dic tions but to make vis i ble the lim i ta tions and 
igno rance of our cur rent think ing, to clar ify assump tions about what we think will 
never hap pen, and to ques tion these. We might also begin to ask what we are using 
to fuel our imag i na tions, what cul tural and media sources shape the famil iar nar ra-
tives by which we become anesthetized.

Finally, we might begin to con sider the com po nents capa ble of cre at ing rain-
bow jel ly fish—the every day actors that align and mutate to form his tor i cal coa les-
cences that rad i cally trans form the con cept of what we under stand by a uni ver sity. 
Here I work through two exam ples and two pro cesses. First, I draw on Anna Tsing 
and Elizabeth Pollman’s “Futures Game” to scaf old my imag i na tion. In this game, 
they invite play ers to achieve a mis sion through build ing nar ra tives of poten tial 
coa les cence between dif er ent ideologies, ideas, or actors displayed on a set of 
forty-nine cards, in which the actors trans fig ure each other. An image of the Eifel 
Tower and of the Great Wall of China, for exam ple, might turn into a French Mao-
ist move ment.22 Second, I sim ply ask the ques tion Sardar and Sweeney invite us 
to ask: What is seen as every day and nor mal in uni ver si ties today, but might, with 
a slight change in con di tions, trans form into some thing highly dis rup tive? From 
these two pro cesses, I cre ate two dif er ent stories of uni ver sity futures.

The Campus of the Sky
My first exam ple is inspired by my home town of Bristol, in England, as I explore 
what might hap pen to Bristol University as var i ous every day forces begin to inter-
act to cre ate a poten tially rad i cally new real ity. Consider the pos si bil ity that over 
the next two decades, to address global heating, the every day ques tion of where 
and how food is pro duced con tin ues to change. This cre ates a huge boom in aqua-
cul ture food pro duc tion in urban envi ron ments as well as lim its on the use of land 
for hous ing. Pressures on the city (already strug ling to pro vide hous ing for every-
one) inten sify: car bon cap ture, bio di ver sity, food pro duc tion, and rich inves tors 
com peting for land, and the inex o ra ble rise in real estate prices. By the mid-2020s 
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most stu dents can find nowhere to live in or near the city, and the uni ver sity can no 
lon ger aford to rent or buy land. At the same time, within the uni ver sity, Bristol’s 
envi ron men tally engaged staf and stu dents push for seri ous cli mate action, and by 
2030 the uni ver sity com mits to ensur ing that all  inter na tional travel and stu dent 
engage ment is car bon-neu tral. This means it needs to find new ways to engage with 
its inter na tional stu dents if it is to con tinue to gen er ate income. In the local area, 
some seri ous devel op ments in energy own er ship and use are also emerg ing. The 
eco nomic, social, and envi ron men tal fail ures of the new Chi nese-owned nuclear 
power sta tion at nearby Hinkley Point drive research into the min i a tur i za tion and 
local own er ship of small nuclear energy reac tors as a core area of research, and 
the local, com mu nity-owned renew able energy sup ply reaches a rate of nearly 80 
per cent sub scrip tion by the cit i zens of the city. At the same time, the long-stand-
ing hot-air bal loon indus try in Bristol com bines with the equally long-stand ing air-
plane indus try to cre ate a new fleet of air vil lages to address the prob lems of land 
avail abil ity and car bon neu tral ity—where peo ple are  able to live and work in the 
sky for sustained peri ods.

Drawing on this local exper tise, Bristol University pro to types a new “uni ver sity 
of the air.” After much trial and error, it catches on. Universities, the new airland 
indus try, and con trolled bio sphere agri cul ture com bine to cre ate a new sky cam pus, 
which moves staf and stu dents to dif er ent ven ues around the world to pro vide edu-
ca tional expe ri ences, picking up stu dents from their homes as the cam pus slowly 
drifts around the globe. Students and staf live in a car bon-neu tral, wild life-friendly 
envi ron ment, drifting with the air cur rents, par tici pat ing in an idyl lic cam pus in the 
fresh air that is gently moved by the breeze and takes in dif er ent countries in a 
nomadic uni ver sity life. Over time, the many uni ver si ties of the air facil i tate a mas-
sive shift of young knowl edge work ers disillusioned with the high cost of living from 
Europe and the United States to rural areas across Africa, where they part ner with 
local, equally young knowl edge work ers to cre ate eco log i cally and eco nom i cally sus-
tain able com mu ni ties, supported by small-scale nuclear power, locally owned and 
gen er at ing via ble water supplies and low-cost energy in the mid dle of what were 
pre vi ously seen as eco log i cally mar ginal sites. As with all  sce nar ios, this vision cre-
ates new forms of inequalities and pat terns of life—who moves and who drifts with 
the cam pus? Who gets to set down roots and who gets to voy age?

This exam ple, rap idly sketched, ofers a his tor i cal coa les cence in Tsing and Poll-
man’s terms, and raises some inter est ing ques tions about where a uni ver sity is and 
what its mate rial depen den cies are. How would a new fleet of sky campuses, teth er-
ing across the world, build ing truly global stu dent expe ri ences, cre at ing a new idea 
of the “local” uni ver sity, cre ate new forms of knowl edge, require new forms of gov-
er nance, and gen er ate new forms of exclu sion or inequal ity? How dif er ent is this 
from what is cur rently going on with stu dent mobil ity and inter na tional campuses?
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The Pirate University
The sec ond exam ple that I want to think with here, using Sardar and Sweeney’s 
fram ing, is an exper i ment with pulling out just one every day phe nom e non to 
explore what might hap pen if it went “rain bow jel ly fish.” The can di date I want to 
explore is the banal and near uni ver sal precarity of grad u ate stu dents and early 
career aca dem ics in uni ver si ties today. This, I want to sug est, is an every day phe-
nom e non with latent poten tial for rad i cal trans for ma tion given only min i mal 
changes in envi ron men tal con di tions. What would it take to tip this com mu nity of 
schol ars into a postnormal shift?

It might be help ful to look to his tory in order to fish out this par tic u lar pos si ble 
future in the sec ond hori zon. Consider the case of the Brit ish navy in the six teenth 
cen tury. After many years of war, and hav ing trained a highly skilled gen er a tion 
of sail ors, the navy was now fac ing peace time con di tions and treating its sail ors 
very poorly. There were many more of them than could find jobs, and they were 
increas ingly vul ner a ble to exploi ta tion. After a while, these sail ors stopped try-
ing to find secure work in the navy and instead set them selves up in com pe ti tion. 
The pirates, for this is what they became, flourished, adopting rad i cally new rules 
that transformed power rela tions, set ting up new countries run along dem o cratic 
lines, and inspir ing, among oth ers, Thomas Paine and the French Revolution.23 
The sim ple fact of the over pro duc tion of skills and under em ploy ment of peo ple 
pro duced postnormal efects, transforming fun da men tal ideas of power and deci-
sion-mak ing. Perhaps today’s grad u ate stu dents, and the deci sions they are mak ing 
every day, are a postnormal phe nom e non in waiting.

Reflections
Thinking about futures is an exer cise in admit ting the many dif er ent vari e ties of 
our igno rance, iden ti fy ing the work we need to do and the voices we might want 
to hear in order to address our basic igno rance, and devel op ing the mod esty and 
imag i na tion required to cre a tively play with invin ci ble forms of igno rance. Both 
cri tiqu ing the pres ent sit u a tion and nam ing our desires for a dif er ent future are 
crit i cal means of unset tling the pres ent. But fos ter ing and feed ing the imag i na-
tion, and bring ing some thing new into being that can be used as a hook to snag 
our atten tion on unex pected or unfa mil iar aspects of the pres ent, are also required 
if we want to cre ate sites of exper i men ta tion that might open up the pos si bil ity 
of futures that we can not yet imag ine. In other words, imag i na tion is essen tial 
if we want to explore and engage with the ques tions and pos si bil i ties raised by 
the gen er a tive mon sters of the sec ond hori zon. In this short con tri bu tion, I have 
attempted to out line some of the resources avail  able to us to engage in this sort of 
reflec tive imag i na tion about the future of the uni ver sity and to indi cate some of the 
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direc tions for exper i men tal prac tice that might open up if we use just one of these 
frames—the postnormal menag erie.

As prom ised, the essay also arrives side ways at some nor ma tive claims for the 
future of the uni ver sity.

First—that contested, con tra dic tory spaces with awk ward ideas, dif  cult 
peo ple, and many, many dif er ent back grounds are required to move uni ver si ties 
beyond their (our) own dis tinc tive forms of igno rance. Andrew Barry and Georgina 
Born call this ago nis tic interdisciplinarity; Isabelle Stengers calls it slow sci ence, 
the sort of bumpy, argu men ta tive dia logues and debate that might get us see ing 
the backs of our heads, our blind spots, for the first time.24 There are many black 
ele phants in the room when we think about uni ver sity futures; it’s time we started 
hear ing what they might be say ing.

Second—and tak ing seri ously my own jel ly fish hunt ing—I want to pro pose 
that many dif er ent forms of “the uni ver sity” are now already likely in devel op ment 
as pre car i ously employed grad u ate stu dents and post docs begin to explore what 
form it might take. Gig work ing, online courses, embod ied and land-based work, 
ecovillages, net work-based alli ances, port fo lio careers: all  are being com bined to 
cre ate dif er ent forms of learn ing, knowl edge, and exchange, par tic u larly through 
the Ecoversities move ment. Whether it is through more senior aca dem ics walk ing 
away and ally ing with these move ments, or through pro spec tive under grad u ates 
refus ing the cur rent finan cial arrange ments and looking else where, or through  
cli mate-forced migra tion pat terns, the Pirate University may already, rap idly, be 
com ing into exis tence. We don’t know whether this shift will con sti tute a step 
toward or away from the uni ver sity as a site that can drive sus tain abil ity and social 
jus tice. This use ful igno rance, how ever, points us toward a gen er a tive site for 
exper i men ta tion and research.

And, indeed, it is in this iden ti fi ca tion of spaces for inquiry and exper i men ta-
tion that prac tices of rig or ous and reflec tive imag i na tion make their most use ful 
con tri bu tion to think ing about the futures of uni ver si ties. They encour age us to 
attend to areas of the pres ent with which we might not be engag ing and invite us 
to con front what we may inten tion ally or unin ten tion ally resist notic ing. Alongside 
the more famil iar prac tices of cri tique and desire, then, a cre a tive tem po ral imag i-
na tion has a crit i cally impor tant role to play in help ing us attend to both the mon-
sters and the pos si bil i ties latent in our emerg ing futures.

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 
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col lec tion Temporality in Qualitative Research (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.”
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