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GUNI Presentation

Global University Network
for Innovation (GUNi):
Twenty Years at the

Service of Progress and
Innovation in Higher
Education around the World

The Global University Network for Innovation (GUNi)
was created in 1999, one year after the first UNESCO
World Conference on Higher Education in Paris. One of
its main goals was to continue and facilitate the devel-
opment of the agreements of that World Conference, at
a time of clear expansion of higher education through-
out the world. GUNi was promoted by UNESCO itself,
by the United Nations University (UNU) and by the Poly-
technic University of Catalonia (UPC). Five years ago, in
2014, through an agreement with UNESCO, the Catalan
Association of Public Universities (ACUP) was granted
its presidency and permanent secretariat. This year we
are commemorating, with modesty and much shared
responsibility, twenty years of one of the world’s most
active networks in analysis, debate and public policy
in the field of higher education and university man-
agement. Twenty years in which our network has been
growing in status around the world, under the approval
and guidelines of UNESCO itself, driven decidedly by
local institutions (in Barcelona, Catalonia and Spain as a
whole) and in increasing interaction with GUNi regional
offices in various regions of the world.

GUNi’s main mission remains in full force (and is maybe
now more necessary than ever), namely to strengthen
therole of higher education in society, and help to renew
its goals and policies worldwide from the perspective of
public service, relevance and social responsibility.

GUNi’s main goals are as follows:

To encourage Higher Education Institutions to reorient
their roles in order to broaden their social value and
contribution, and strengthen their critical stance within
society;

To help bridge the gap between developed and
developing countries in the field of higher education,

a4

fostering capacity building and cooperation and in fully
engagement with the 2030 Agenda;

To promote the exchange of resources, innovative ideas
and experiences, while allowing for collective reflection
and co-production of globally relevant knowledge on
emerging issues in higher education, innovation, social
responsibility.

Today, GUNi has more than 220 members from 80
countries around the world, including higher educa-
tion institutions, UNESCO Chairs, research centres and
university networks related to innovation and social
commitment.

Of the main activities that the network conducts on a
year-to-year basis, we highlight five as listed below:

World Higher Education reports, such as the one in your
hands now, which have become key publications for
analysis, debate and public policy on emerging issues
in university politics around the world;

Conferences, seminars and workshops, held on a
regular basis both at its headquarters in Barcelona and
in other cities and universities around the world;

Projects promoted both internationally by the sec-
retariat itself, and others attending to proposals from
different members or regions in the world;

The promotion of the different regional networks,
attending to their specificities, problems and needs;

Management and dissemination of knowledge in the
field of policies and the management of higher educa-
tion in the broadest sense, through the GUNi website,
regular newsletters, social networks and other face-to-
face or virtual methods.

Undoubtedly, today’s world is facing a series of major
planetary and social challenges of increasing complex-
ity and dynamism: the climate crisis, the globalisation
of economies and markets, social inequalities, poverty
and migration, the crisis of democracy and public insti-
tutions, world governance, technological and digital
change, highly changeable employment, and so on.
We are therefore witnessing a real change of era. With
regard to the world of education in general and spe-
cifically higher education, this context often implies
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rethinking the social mission of universities, their core
activities, their organisation (structures, personnel and
talent, finances, operational management, autono-
my and freedom, partnership and competition), their
ability to respond, equality, social responsibility and the
impact of their academic activity.

It is in this context that GUNi, twenty years after its
creation, is strategically reappraising its role in the
global change of era that we are witnessing, in order to
become a global trendsetter as a network for analysis,
debate and policy in the field of higher education and
university management. For example, in 2016 GUNi set
up a new strategic area based on the implementation
of 2030 Agenda and the UN Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) in the field of higher education and scien-
tific research. GUNi is seeking to thereby become one
of the world’s benchmark networks in the deployment
of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs in terms of higher
education and research. That is why it holds a bienni-
al International Conference on the SDGs and higher
education, has an International Group of Experts on
the SDGs and higher education, and regularly drafts
reports and studies in this field.

Another new strategic area is the social responsibili-
ty of higher education institutions in the new century,
which have come to light in recent years in the form
of activities and projects on responsible research and
innovation (RRI), the challenge of climate change and
the role of universities and research, and local-glob-
al tension in higher education. Finally, in relation to
the Report that you are holding in your hands, GUNi
advocates for in-depth reflection on classic academic
disciplines, their organisation and their compartmental-
isation and is hence proposing that interrelations and
joint ventures between the sciences, technology and
humanities need to be fostered in order to produce new
forms of education, scientific research and collabora-
tion with society.

Twenty years on, in full responsibility and based on all
of the progress made thus far, at GUNi we feel strong
enough to reinvent ourselves and intensify our role in
analysis, debate and proposal at the service of pro-
gress and innovation in higher education around the
world. We invite you to join us, with the firm intention of
working together to forge greater progress, well-being
and global justice in our societies.

Josep M. Vilalta
GUNi Director



UNESCO’s Introduction

By their very nature, institutions of higher learning
provide a space for the widest exploration of knowl-
edge exchange and debate across every field of human
enquiry. The universality of the university is thus still
sacrosanct and fundamental to the mission and values
of higher learning today and not inconsistent with the
modern reforms and new pressures faced by the aca-
demic community.

Nevertheless, and arguably, in recent years higher edu-
cation systems have experienced a surge in pressure to
move away from some more traditional academic pur-
suits such as those of the humanities in favour of the
more vocationally perceived fields of applied sciences,
practical study programmes and technologies. In part,
this has been driven by demands of the labour market
and often in turn mirrored by a push from policy makers
and the public funding of universities.

This trend has, however, begun to wane and there is an
increasing appreciation that subject or field knowledge
and competencies need to be balanced by a wider
appreciation of the world we live in. Such an appreci-
ation and understanding is afforded by the Humanities
- in all of the field’s domains as it cements the inter-dis-
ciplinarity of cognitive intelligence with emotional and
cultural intelligence.

The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) demand an interdisciplinary approach to crit-
ically inclusive solutions. The natural sciences, the
social sciences, and technological and engineering
fields cannot work in isolation and must work in concert
with the Humanities to ensure that science and tech-
nology and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics) teaching, learning and research are
balanced by a humanism that encapsulates what these
fields aim to achieve. While the STEM focus is increas-
ingly being expanded to embrace a wider STEAM
approach (where ‘A’ refers to the Arts), there is now
a further move to project this to ESTEAM, with the ‘E’
referring to Ethics. This is not insignificant and speaks
to the holistic mission of academia. Have we come full
circle? Arguably this represents a return to an apprecia-
tion that higher learning is and always has been holistic
and a space for preparing learners to be fully rounded
individuals rather than pure specialists.

43

The so-called ‘Liberal Arts’ education has had little trac-
tion outside of the US. In many parts of the world there
is no such concept where the doctrine of specific aca-
demic fields of study and research still prevail. This is
however beginning to change. Employers and academia
now recognize that the world needs inter-disciplinari-
ans. Individuals who can relate to people; graduates
of higher education who can relate to graduates from
fields of expertise and knowledge outside of their own
narrow fields.

Realizing the SDGs precisely demands this approach.
UNESCO applauds the GUNI network for promoting this
inclusive approach. This 7t edition of the Higher Educa-
tion in the World Series: Generating Synergies between
Science, Technology and Humanities provides testa-
ment to the inter-disciplinary cooperation between
disciplines, between higher education institutions, and
between international systems as they approach the
final decade of the Education 2030 Agenda.

Peter J. Wells
Chief, Higher Education
UNESCO
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Catalan Association of Public Universities’
(ACUP) Introduction

Since their origins, universities have been concerned
about global affairs. We have been so by advancing and
transmitting knowledge, and by educating the people
and professionals in our societies, and by doing so in
a critical and analytically rigorous manner, often by
raising the right questions rather than settling for easy
answers that often fail to drive us forward.

The Catalan universities that belong to the Catalan
Association of Public Universities (ACUP) have both his-
torically and currently assumed such commitment to
society, both locally and globally. Created in 2002, the
ACUP groups the universities of Barcelona (UB), Autono-
ma de Barcelona (UAB), Politécnica de Catalunya (UPC),
Pompeu Fabra (UPF), Girona (UdG), Lleida (UdL), Rovira
i Virgili (URV) and Oberta de Catalunya (UOC). Its main
purpose is to be the essential voice of the public uni-
versities in Catalonia and to unite their efforts, both
at home and abroad, to promote joint initiatives, pro-
grammes and projects to improve the university system
and to ensure that it is a driver of social, cultural, tech-
nological and economic development.

Since 2014, the ACUP has assumed the presidency and
the secretariat of the Global University Network for
Innovation (GUNi) and works in close collaboration with
UNESCO and in accordance with the values that foster
peace, justice, culture and education around the world.
Today, GUNi groups more than 220 university institu-
tions, UNESCO chairs and research centres worldwide
and over the years it has grown into one of the most
prestigious international networks for the analysis and
debate of higher education in the world. It is the ACUP’s
honour to chair and promote GUNi, and in our daily
work we take full responsibility for maintaining its rigor,
its goals and its programmes.

As you know, one of GUNi’s flagship projects is the bien-
nial publication of the series of Higher Education in the
World Reports (HEIW), the seventh volume of which is
in your hands now. On this occasion, we opted for an
in-depth analysis of a fundamental aspect of human
knowledge, namely, what we know as the humanities in
the broadest sense. Through direct contributions from
130 experts from around the world, and coordinated by
a local team and an international advisory board, the

HEIW?7 is structured into 9 parts and 24 specific ques-
tions that study the situation of the humanities in higher
education and the synergies between science, technol-
ogy and humanities in the early 215t century. | would like
to use this short introduction to most sincerely thank
all of them for their contributions and for all their work
over these two years.

We are not only convinced that the humanities are sub-
jects that need to be preserved and/or promoted, but
moreover that they are fundamental tools that should
accompany and be embedded in all research and inno-
vation in more scientific and technological branches of
knowledge. The humanities are and have proved to be
essential for human progress, and for making us freer
and more committed to the common good. We hence
believe that both knowledge itself and the challenges
we are facing in this first third of the 21t century need
to be addressed in a holistic and integrated manner,
and by establishing the necessary synergies between
science, technology and the humanities.

There are no certainties. All we have are questions that
we must all ask in order to find the right answers togeth-
er. It is from such a view, whereby this is not so much a
point of arrival as it is a point of departure, that we hereby
share the World Report of which you are also a part.

Joan Elias
ACUP and GUNi President



About the Report

The Global University Network for Innovation (GUNi) is
pleased to present the 7t" Higher Education in the World
Report, entitled Humanities and Higher Education: Gen-
erating Synergies between Science, Technology and
Humanities in a fully open-access online version togeth-
er with an abridged version in paper format.

The Higher Education in the World Report is a collec-
tive project and it is the result of a global and regional
analysis of higher education, with a specific subject
chosen for each edition. The Report reflects on the key
issues and challenges faced by higher education and
its institutions at the beginning of the 21t century. It is
currently published in English, but some other past edi-
tions have also been published in Spanish, Chinese and
Portuguese. The general objectives of the Reports are:

To reflect on key problems and challenges that higher
education and its institutions are facing today;

To contribute to the renewal of ideas, while generating
visions and promoting reflection concerning the contri-
bution of higher education and the knowledge society;

To provide a toolbox for researchers, policymakers and
practitioners.

To date, GUNi has published seven issues plus a
summary version requested by UNESCO for the World
Conference on Higher Education held in Paris in 2009.
19,000 copies have been distributed in 130 countries.

For the second time in its history, the HEIW Report is
fully open access. The first five editions offered 30% of
their content in open access format, while access to
the whole report was only available by payment. The
6t edition presented a new 100% open content version
with the aim of making it available to everybody, regard-
less of economic reach, in line with GUNi’s objectives
and values. The 7t edition follows the same format and
anyone interested will be able to view it in full at www.
guninetwork.org.

Along with the full open content online version, GUNi
is publishing an abridged version of the report in paper
format, which contains a selection of the most relevant
ideas from each of the authors’ articles - offering a taste
of the broader and more in-depth content available in
the full report.

a7

The 7t GUNi Higher Education in the World Report
(HEIW7)isintended to present a comprehensive analysis
of the interrelations and synergies between humani-
ties, science and technology in higher education. This
edition has been led by the GUNi Secretariat, a local
editorial team and an international advisory board.

In the process of producing this Report, GUNi held
the International Conference “Humanities and Higher
Education: Generating Synergies between Science,
Technology and Humanities” at the CosmoCaixa
Science Museum in Barcelona on November 19t and
20, 2018. The Conference was viewed as an essen-
tial step in the process of developing the report and
its main objective was to foster worldwide debate on
the current role of humanities in the social, academic
and scientific areas and on their importance for pro-
moting a more equitable, more responsible and more
democratic society. The event gathered 160 attendees
from 22 countries from diverse areas of knowledge
and fields. Further information is available at: www.
guninetwork.org/activity/international-conference-hu-
manities-and-higher-education

Objectives

The Report aims to provide the academic community,
policymakers and decision-makers within higher edu-
cation and wider society with a comprehensive analysis
of the interrelations between humanities, science and
technology in higher education, as well as to offer some
recommendations, guidelines and examples of good
practices from different higher education communities,
countries, regions and cultures.

Some of the specific aims of the Higher Education in
the World Report 7 are to:

Explore the relation between humanities, science and
technology in different societies around the world and
showcase examples of synergies in different higher
education systems.

Explore how humanities should address major current
transformations regarding science and technology and
their ethical challenges.
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Address the different roles higher education should
play as a social agent and explore the possible relations
between university and wider society.

Map and understand the global challenges that are
calling for a new paradigm in the relation between
science, technology and humanities and explore the role
that higher education should play in addressing them.

Delve into the issue of the multiplicity of knowledges
beyond the current Western paradigm of knowledge.

Identify key skills and competences to be developed
in the face of current changes to social, economic and
labour systems, as well as exploring teaching method-
ologies, curricula and the concept of lifelong learning.

Identify and understand current issues and trends in
research in humanities, science and technology (social-
ly responsible research, budgets, Open Science and
Open Data) and discuss possible ways to move forward
and enhance research practices and policies.

Analyze the question of impact in terms of the current
indicators and measures and their positive and nega-
tive influence on science, technology and humanities
as well as proposing new options to address current
practices and needs.

Explore the issue of gender equality in terms of access to
education, academic careers and the choice of studies.

Analyze gender in science, technology and humanities
in terms of ideological paradigms as well as exploring
the way to embed the gender focus throughout the dis-
ciplines and beyond specific gender studies.

Investigate environmental issues (in their broadest
sense) in the Anthropocene in terms of knowledge,
ethics and human experience as well as exploring the
development and implementation of the SDGs in all
fields of knowledge.

Discuss engagement in its broadest scope, includ-
ing democracy, equality and identity through the lens
of humanities and the role of higher education in this
process.

Examine/consider the role and commitment of higher
education systems in relation to the future of work, as
well as its dignity and its quality.

Structure

The Report is structured around 9 topics that seek
to encompass the different epistemological, social,
cultural, political, educational, environmental and insti-
tutional issues that are currently being posed in relation
to the need to change education and research in order
to integrate fields of knowledge.

Each topic includes questions on major issues that the
different authors have used as the basis for their con-
tributions, always striving to adopt a reflective and
propositional approach. Practical cases and examples of
institutions, programmes, research studies and projects
that work in a transdisciplinary and innovative manner
are also added to illustrate the most theoretical sections.

The Report has two special chapters: one dedicat-
ed to the achievement of the SDGs and another that
offers a regional perspective from Latin America and
the Caribbean. Special contributions from the Union
for the Mediterranean (UfM) and La Caixa Foundation
are also included.

In total, 130 authors from 30 countries have participat-
ed in the report.

The Report is a key part of GUNi’s activity, which in this
regard encourages the dynamic involvement of a wide
range of actors, fosters cooperation between them and
promotes debate and the creation and exchange of
knowledge on higher education worldwide.

The GUNiI Secretariat would like to take this opportunity
to thank everyone who was involved in the preparation
and publication of this Report in any of its phases, and
who have contributed ideas, suggestions and so much
energy to ensure such a useful document for analysis,
reflection and decision-making.
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Editors’ Introduction: Changes and Challenges
that Require a Different Approach to the
Relationship between Science, Technology
and Humanities

David Bueno, Josep Casanovas, Marina Garcés, Josep M. Vilalta

science and technology, and also with a very special

Conceptual Framework

The humanities are made up of a heterogeneous set
of knowledge that is combined in order to study and
reflect on the human condition in social, cultural
and artistic terms. Although their exact definition is
complex, debatable and widely discussed, they com-
monly include, among others, philosophy, language,
literature, history, human geography, cultural anthro-
pology, law, politics, religion and all forms of the arts
(visual, musical and performing). The belief in the West
is that they originated in Classical Greece for the study
of the nature of people and their position in nature
and society, but they have been developed in one way
or another by all human cultures and societies since
antiquity, as a product of the reflexive and rational
capacity of human beings and their need to understand
and organise the environment in which they live. The
humanities have therefore been one of the key definers
of the human condition.

However, we sense a growing concern about the per-
ception of the usefulness and need for the humanities in
today’s society, especially in higher education systems.
This perception is conditioning their future and in
recent times has sparked numerous debates, publica-
tions and reports in different countries of our cultural
environment. The views on the matter are contradic-
tory, as if there was an underlying conflict that goes
beyond differences of interpretation. That is why GUNi
has proposed this report, with a view to integrating all
possible perspectives. Unlike other reports, however,
we did not want to solely address the issue of the
humanities in an endogamic manner from the human-
ities themselves, since we believe that such analyses
would not help us to progress and would only leave us
stuck in the same situation. We have expressly sought
to reflect the humanities’ dynamic and synergetic rela-
tionship with the other fields of knowledge, especially

focus on human ‘cultures’, in the plural, deliberately
avoiding views from centralism and cultural neo-colo-
nialism. We believe this is the only way to gain a clear
picture of the current tensions and future challenges.
We believe such an analysis is necessary (or better said,
indispensable) in a society that is increasingly more glo-
balised and inter-, multi-, pluri- and trans-culturalised.
Such an analysis will always be incomplete, given the
immense cultural, social and, by extension, humanis-
tic diversity, but it is nevertheless broad enough to put
forward suitable proposals to help build a dignified and
dignifying society from the field of higher education.
The two keywords that best describe the goals of this
report are diagnosis and proposal, within the afore-
said parameters of the interrelation with science and
technology as elements that are also inseparable from
the human condition, and avoiding the worldviews of
cultural neo-colonialism. These aspects are reflected
in the range of authors of this report, through their
cultures and areas of expertise, while also observing
gender parity.

We are aware that many of the problems that affect
the humanities are not exclusive to these disciplines.
Hence the need to integrate perspectives and combine
our efforts and reflections in order to reappraise today’s
challenges in terms of research, teaching, the sociali-
sation of knowledge and social commitment within the
global university system. Our goal is for this integration
of perspectives, with all the differences and discrepan-
cies that that may imply, to be the distinguishing feature
of this report, reflecting the cross-cutting nature of all
the authors who have made it possible.

Concern for the current and future state of the human-
ities often leads to positions that shift between two
extremes: the catastrophic and the protectionist views,
which are often exaggerated by exclusivist positions
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among certain members of academia. There are sectors
of society that foresee the end of the humanities in the
imminent future. Others are committed to preserving
them in a protectionist way, but there are others that
are working for their reappraisal and transformation.
Protectionist and often nostalgic views tend to focus
on defending and preserving the institutional and aca-
demic space and the epistemological division whereby
the knowledge that we have traditionally considered to
pertain to the humanities is considered separate from
other fields of knowledge. The catastrophic vision, on
the other hand, puts the focus on what is being lost and
warns of its ethical, political, social and cultural con-
sequences, which directly affect social development,
including the perception of society itself, relationships
with other societies and the natural environment, and
even between its members and with its own self. So, the
end of humanism and hence of critical spirit is direct-
ly associated to the loss of democratic quality or to a
democracy under threat, and to a present in which a
rise in authoritarian, dogmatic and even post-human
tendencies has been detected.

This report seeks to go beyond protectionist nostalgia
and catastrophism, and clearly advocates reappraisal
and transformation. We see the humanities as a series
of dynamic and constantly changing activities that are
part of the dispute and the production of meaning in
our time, in reciprocal permeability with all other fields
of knowledge, including, and very especially, science
and technology.

We are witnessing profound changes in the modern
world with clear implications for the future. These
changes are presenting transcendental challenges in
terms of thinking and rethinking the meaning and value
of human experience, and even of what it means to be
human, as individuals and in relation to other people
and with nature, now and in the future, and so we
need to reflect critically and rationally, including from
human emotionality. The humanities, together with the
sciences and technological innovations, must neces-
sarily play their part as both drivers and critics within
the framework of these transformations. We are basical-
ly referring to three types of changes:

Those related with environmental and climate issues,
which radically put into question our relationship with
the environment, in a single and shared biosphere, and
that therefore affect what we mean by ‘life’, including its
development and even survival. The Western, scientific,

technological and humanist tradition, which was export-
ed around the world during the European colonialist
era, has traditionally tended to trace a very clear border
between human beings and the rest of nature, based on
the view that nature was ‘created’ for the use and enjoy-
ment of people. The theocentrism of the Middle Ages
produced anthropocentrism, but the human experi-
ence is actually closely linked to its surroundings and
the reciprocal relations established therein, and this has
since led to the emergence of ecocentrism. They are
not the only cultural traditions to adopt that trend, but
today’s financial systems, not just capitalism but most
especially liberalism and the neoliberalism, as well as
state-based collectivist systems, have appropriated it
and exported it practically all around the world.

However, the advances of recent decades in so many
apparently diverse but all inter-linked fields, such
as ecology, genetics, neuroscience, chemistry and
physics, among others, and the growth of new philo-
sophical and humanist schools of thought, especially
but not only what are generically dubbed the ‘environ-
mental humanities’, are producing a turning point in
the conception of the relationship between people and
nature. However, these new, heterogeneous concep-
tions are meeting major resistance from, on the one
hand, social and cultural inertia due to customs and
preconceptions and, on the other hand, the predom-
inant political, economic and socio-cultural interests
of the establishment. And also because of the biolog-
ical imprint of the way the human brain works, which is
more attentive to emotional inputs and responses than
to rationality, making us more likely to make emotional
rather than prudently calculated decisions, and which
tend to be more grounded on individualistic or group
immediacy and the pre-established actions of inherited
customs than on long-term global reflection.

Those connected to the scientific advances and
technological developments that are having such a
fast-moving effect on our lives, especially but not only
those raised by the implications of digital transforma-
tion and advances in biomedicine and healthcare. The
first factor of change, the digital revolution, is and will
be decisive in most aspects of our lives, in the short,
medium and long term. Having now been assimilated
as an indisputable and irreversible reality, this universal
presence of highly interconnected data, processes and
devices in constant feedback with each other, has only
just begun and is already almost naturally ingrained in
our younger generations. The repercussions in terms of
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everyday operations, the way we communicate and our
privacy, to mention only a few of the many factors that
will all undoubtedly affect or possibly affect the very
concept of human dignity and experience, are having
an impact that is unpredictable at this moment in time.
These issues require permanent debate, education
and critical information and the adoption of measures
to protect the people from the many derived threats,
beyond the obvious benefits that can also be deduced.

Regarding the transformation or improvement of the
living and survival conditions of human beings, partly
also driven by the digital revolution, genomic research,
personalised medicine and regenerative medicine, to
cite just a few examples, there is need for a delicate and
complex process of reflection on their scope, deploy-
ment and implications for ways of life, longevity, values,
ethics and the definition of the very ‘identity’ of individ-
uals, robots or cyborgs, with clear individual, social and
planetary repercussions.

Finally, the connection of science and technology with
the economy, and their implications for politics, the
media, power mechanisms and the socialisation of
knowledge itself and of new technologies, i.e. ultimate-
ly for human beings’ capacity for self-determination, for
democracy and for people’s freedom, compels us to
synergistically resituate other areas of knowledge, such
as the social sciences and humanities, at the heart of
discourse and decision-making.

Those associated with cultural and social aspects of
a global, postcolonial world, which are highly inter-
connected but at the same time very fragmented and
unequal. Humanism, as an ideological and cultural core
of the humanities, is linked to the history of Eurocen-
tric and patriarchal imperialism. Thus, the humanism
that lies behind modern-day human sciences and polit-
ical institutions is based on the way it is conceived by
male, white, middle-class Europeans, and is imposed as
hegemonic to every creed of human being, inside and
outside of the geographic setting where it originated,
and of which there have been many variants throughout
the course of history in other geographic and cultural
spheres. However, in recent years, academic thought
has shifted towards a critical view of this hegemony,
especially in countries linked to a colonial past, and
this is something that we also wanted to reflect in this
report. We offer a very rich and indispensable range of
criticisms of humanism from the standpoints of gender,
ethnicity, culture, politics, economic relations, and
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more. The question that we need to ask today, however,
needs to look beyond these essential positions: If
humanism has become a kind of imperialism or has
been exploited by imperialism, can this be stopped?
And what would its ‘being stopped’ actually mean? Or
do we have no choice but to rid ourselves completely
of the whole humanist legacy as it has been conceived
until now, as techno-capitalism has already started to
do with its so-called ‘fourth industrial revolution’?

However, we do not believe that the need for criticism
of historic humanism and its universal models should
erase our ability to associate ourselves with the shared
background of human experience, which does not, in
fact, date back to a single model. It is not a case of the
Vitruvian Man or any other such abstraction, or of the
cultural corpus of so-called dead white men. Human
experience is our ability to share the fundamental expe-
riences of life, which are transversal in all societies and
cultures, such as death, love, friendship, commitment
and collaboration and also individualism, fear, sense
of dignity and justice, care, and so on. A propositional
analysis like this must therefore be appraised and taken
into account.

What paths do we have for exploring these proximities
and developing the sense of human experience without
projecting one model over another? More than being
denied, humanism and European cultural legacy as a
whole need to be put in their place, i.e. in one place
among others in the common destiny of humanity.
This also implies the need to explore each other’s leg-
acies. It is not a question of continuing with the idea
of juxtaposing cultures that the multicultural model has
already exhausted, as a way to neutralise diversity and
its tensions and reciprocities. Instead, it is more a case
of taking a receptive, attentive role, including not only
cultural otherness but also the tension and antagonism
between ways of life, within the shared framework of
human rights.

These are not sectorial changes. They are major trans-
formations that affect the very meaning of what we
mean by ‘human’ in relation to society (or to societies)
and the life of the planet as a whole. From these three
clearly interrelated axes of change, we view the human-
ities not as a set of disciplines to preserve or conserve,
but a set of utilitarian and applicable activities, which we
must continue to cultivate through relevant research,
with goals and models as necessary and appropriate for
tackling new challenges. And this is in the good under-
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standing that they are indispensable, for it is on them
that the capacity to make sense and value out of human
experience depends, especially in times of change, and
this needs to be done in commitment to dignity, equal-
ity and the reciprocity of these values.

It is from this propositional approach, which is so atten-
tive to our present and the challenges of the future,
that we sought to engender diagnosis, debate and pro-
posals that, far from conformism and catastrophism,
or from nostalgic protectionism, addresses in terms
of higher education the problems involved in the per-
ception, transmission and application of current and
medium-term research in the humanities. In produc-
ing this report, we have prioritised a problem-based
approach over what might be deemed a thematic
approach, because we believe that we can only move
forward by addressing unresolved problems that we
must take on board as shared problems. The main
topics detailed below in this Introduction constitute
a map of open-ended questions and problems on the
basis of which we triggered the process of joint reflec-
tion that led to the production of the GUNi Report and
that guided the organisation of its international con-
ference and other work seminars. The fundamental
aspects of the 7t GUNI Report Humanities and Higher
Education: Synergies between Science, Technology and
Humanities originated from open discussion of the fol-
lowing four core areas: epistemological, philosophical
and cultural; political and economic; environmental
and social, and educational and institutional.

1. Epistemological,
Cultural and Philosophical
Considerations

We are the heirs of a dualised and disciplined culture.
Over the course of the last two centuries, probably driven
by the particularities and specificities of the methods and
objectives of scientific research and technological and
humanistic development, we have split ‘scientific and
technological’ activity apart from ‘humanistic’ activity,
and we have organised education on the strict basis of
this partition. For decades, several authors (C.P Snow,
I. Prigogine, I. Stengers, E.O. Wilson, F. Fernandez Buey,
etc.) have warned of the problems derived from this
epistemological situation. Its effects are felt in all fields,
as the humanities and the sciences tend to ignore (and

sometimes even reject) each other, and are consequently
impoverished. If we want to make advances in an episte-
mology based on common problems and shared solutions
in which all angles of human knowledge are involved, as
opposed to disciplinary compartmentalisation, the first
thing we need to address and discuss is the curricular
and disciplinary organisation of our primary, secondary
and higher education institutions. Different programmes
for educational change are already under way, but they
tend to focus more on didactic methodologies than on
epistemological change, which is a more profound and
hence also more complex affair. It is very hard to imagine
an integrated university system, where problems are
tackled from different practices and languages, if our
starting point is a kind of education in which children’s
familiarity with different types of language ends before
the age of sixteen. When the general social perception
is that the humanities ‘are of no use for anything’ or that
the sciences are ‘too technical’ and ‘have no concern
for society’s problems’, or that the arts imagined in their
broad sense (visual, musical and performing) are ‘mere
entertainment’, these are the symptoms of a division that
neutralises every area of knowledge and produces highly
restricted perspectives of their potential.

That is why we believe that treating the humanities in
relation to science and technology means, first of all,
imagining other configurations of the relationships
between fields of knowledge. It is not a case of linking
them as separate realities, but one of precisely ques-
tioning their strict Cartesian separation, and of working
specifically to reverse the process from the foundations.
This implies going beyond the paradigm of inter- and
trans-disciplinarity. We believe that what we need to
do today is not only to cross or join disciplines, but
also redefine their separation. In other words, we must
redraw the knowledge map, not to mix areas, but to
allow and facilitate their indispensable synergies, and
encourage them to flourish. Western culture has tradi-
tionally represented knowledge as a tree, with a trunk
and different branches. We now have a set of branch-
es that have difficulty meeting and speaking, or that
simply do not know how to do so. What we need is a
knowledge ecosystem where the connections between
languages and knowledge, and between the questions
and practices of knowledge, are living and dynamic,
respectful and cooperative, without depending on new
branches that only reach in a single direction.

This epistemological challenge, namely to turn aca-
demic disciplines into a living ecosystem of knowledge
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without them losing their functional and research spe-
cificities, has many concrete implications, of which
we have highlighted and presented for discussion the
following: 1) Redefinition of the vision, mission and
goals of the respective institutions; 2) Comparative
work based on existing models or that are undergoing
experimentation in different countries or sociocultural
environments, and 3) Overcoming the obstacle of the
specialisation and sectorisation of ‘scientific-techno-
logical’ and ‘humanistic-artistic’ languages in order to
conceive collective, reciprocal work processes.

As regards the cultural sphere, the humanities have
traditionally been associated to the typical cultural
expressions and languages of Western societies. It is
from this hegemony that the academic and cultural
ways of the rest of the world are viewed, even including
other Western languages and cultures that for reasons
of history have not benefitted from state protection.
Given the way things have gone over the last three cen-
turies, what we call the humanities are actually strongly
conditioned by the idea of ‘national culture’ (in the fields
of literature, history, languages, and so on) and by the
ethnicist view of ‘other’ cultures that came about in the
colonial era, and even more so in postcolonial times,
and which still exerts a strong influence today. The same
goes for science and technology, for the branches that
currently dominate research, funding and production in
the global world are also derived from the scientific and
technological revolution of Western modernity.

Thoughts about the challenges faced by the humani-
ties in relation to science and technology should not
perpetuate these cultural frameworks and their effects
on identity or in social terms. A knowledge ecosystem
for the 21t century must be produced and developed
from respect, listening, equality and reciprocity
between the different cultures of the world and from
the different ways of life therein, in accordance with
human rights. This implies two premises: 1) incorpora-
tion of the different views of what we mean by ‘human’
and the environment in which life is developed, and 2)
assumption that cultures no longer live in isolation or at
a distance from one another but are in constant inter-
action, hybridisation and transformation, but not always
on equal terms.

From higher education systems, these premises have
consequences that must be taken into account. First of
all, we believe that academic institutions must not only
report on these conditions but should also incorporate
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them in their ways of learning, teaching, researching
and transmitting a humanistic approach to our cul-
tural, scientific and technical experience. This means
going beyond the cataloguing of cultures that ‘cultur-
al studies’ have somehow perpetuated, towards truly
intercultural or transcultural approaches and aspiring
to dialogue for change.

Finally, with regard to philosophy, what we call the
humanities are not separable from humanism, as a philo-
sophical way of understanding the world and our place in
the universe. Indeed, humanism, both from its more sci-
entific and from its humanistic and artistic angles, puts
forward an anthropocentric idea of the human condition
that is currently being questioned from many areas of
knowledge and our present experience, which has led to
the need to reappraise the definition of the humanities
and, with that, perhaps also its goals and methods.

The current limits of humanism can be situated around
four core matters: 1) the planetary condition of the main
challenges of our time, which make us as part of a much
bigger life story, with an ecocentric root; 2) the patri-
archal model of humanism, which has neglected many
ways of life, worldviews and non-patriarchal interrela-
tions; 3) the religious background of humanism, which
despite the shift towards secularity is still grounded
on eminently Christian values, and 4) the evolution of
science and technology from the sixteenth century
to the present, which has changed our relationship
with the universe, space, time, matter and other living
beings, and even with reality itself and our perception
of it, including diversity and its preservation as a funda-
mental right and necessity.

The humanities are nothing in themselves if we do not
put their different activities and ways of teaching and
learning in relation to the current limits of the human-
ist tradition and their future challenges. Right now, the
strongest philosophical, aesthetic, technological and
other schools of thought have made a stand either for or
against humanism. Hence the debates on Trans-human-
ism, Post-humanism, Anti-humanism, and so on, which
are not scholastic debates but rather positions that are
establishing how a large part of scientific research,
technological innovation and ways of organising life
and work are going to happen in the immediate future.

Higher education must find ways to gather and trigger
these discussions in the field of teaching and scientific
research, beyond its circles of specialists. It is not just
about having knowledge of them, but also of being able
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to spark discussion on the ethical, social and political
consequences of these issues in academic spheres,
together with their legal, scientific, technical and eco-
nomic implications.

From here many perspectives that until very recent-
ly were not taken into account are opened up. For
instance, feminism and gender studies have now for
decades been producing and contributing essential
work for repairing the damage caused by humanistic
patriarchy with regard to our ideas of the human con-
dition and relationships between us. However, gender
studies are often classed as one specialisation among
many that do not affect our view on knowledge in
general and the way it works. We believe that one of the
challenges for the humanities, science and technology
as a whole is to include the gender question outside of
its specific realm, and even beyond the duality of what
have traditionally been viewed as ‘male’ and ‘female’.

On the other hand, the humanities in general and phi-
losophy in particular must acquire the capacity and also
the will to welcome the advances that science and its
present methods can contribute, for example through
knowledge of the way the brain works with regard to
such topics as ethics, empathy, tribalism and others.
Other technological issues such as robotics and arti-
ficial intelligence, or increased human capacities,
condition and must be reflected in the future of philos-
ophy and humanistic thinking.

2. Political and Economic
Considerations

The political systems of each country, the legacy of their
own traditions or born out of revolution, are a fundamen-
tal element when it comes to evaluating the state of the
humanities in their education systems. To a large extent,
laws on education and in the field of culture condition
the day-to-day work of teachers, creators and research-
ers. It is not just a problem of public funding, but also
one of orientation and goals, and of political priorities
and institutional appraisal, which could range from cur-
ricular affairs to aspects of operations and promotion.

A fundamental question we need to ask is what kind of
culture does each country want in the global context,
on the understanding that the response and the way
this is done will depend on social, political and econom-
ic development, and consequently also the individual

development of its members, including those related to
other cultural, political and economic models, and with
the natural environment. Thus, for example, during the
formation of nation-states, to a large extent the human-
ities served a major role in forging their corresponding
‘nations’ (speaking a common language that was not
necessarily shared initially, the establishment of a cul-
tural corpus and of historical references that were not
necessarily shared at first either, and so on), through,
or by means of, a certain identity, which in many cases
is still being promoted in our present era. In the strug-
gle between democracy and dictatorships of the 20t
century, to cite another example, the humanities also
played a role in creating more democratic (critical,
thoughtful and willing to enter dialogue) or otherwise
more obedient (dogmatic) subjects. This role is also still
very much apparent today. It was also evident in the
tension between communism and capitalism, which
was played out as a major cultural battle. And it is also
the case with the current clash between the liberal and
social economy, the unlimited spending of resources
and sustainability, homogenising or integrating globali-
sation, and so on.

Right now, in political and economic terms (but in inter-
action with the environment, education, etc.), we are
faced by a global scenario that in our opinion involves
three major issues: 1) the birth or return of authoritar-
ianism, in old and new forms; 2) the multifaceted and
widespread nature of war, and 3) the climate emergency
as a factor that is questioning the world'’s entire financial
and production system. All this, moreover, is shrouded
by the growing difficulty to distinguish between truth-
ful and proven information (always with an element
of subjectivity depending on who is transmitting this
information, but that is nonetheless essentially verifia-
ble) and ‘fake news’, which so quickly spreads across
global social networks. What place and what role do the
humanities have in relation to science and technology
in this context? Some laws on education and culture
only seem to attribute them a testimonial and appar-
ently ever-more residual role. Others, however, treat the
humanities as a corrector or firewall against the evil that
is so irretrievably caused from other sectors and prac-
tices. In this report, we go beyond these two opposing
extremes, for we are working from the idea that human-
ities are neither a residual heritage that needs to be
protected, nor a drug or a remedy to counter the dev-
astating effects of other areas of society. Quite the
contrary, the humanities are part of making sense of
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human existence and our shared experience and, there-
fore, of the political and social lives of contemporary
societies, within them, between them and in their rela-
tionship with the natural environment.

That is why we need to ask where we should place the
relationship between current political systems and their
interest in or rejection of the humanities. What are the
reasons for that? And how do they relate to the academic
goals of scientific-technological progress? What do they
depend on today? There is a certain preconceived idea
that the most authoritarian regimes are the least inter-
ested in the humanities. But that is a misguided view. We
need only think about Nazism, for example, and its use
of culture to rebuild the Aryan identity and push its ideas
about society. It is not so much a question of “humanities
yes or no”, but more of the way they are put into practice,
how they are produced, developed and shared, and by
which criteria and for what purposes. So, it is very impor-
tant to assess the cultural and political perspectives,
as well the institutional dynamics of the humanities or
they could be used for highly elitist and non-democrat-
ic motives, which rather than facilitating dialogue and
reflection promote credulity and submission.

One of the many aspects to be taken into account in the
cultural development and advancement of societies is
the socialisation of knowledge at all levels: humanistic,
artistic, scientific and technological. It is not easy for
the members of a society to have a say in equal rights
or be able to make decisions that affect the whole, such
as, for example, those related to reducing the impact
of climate change or which have to do with ethical
issues, such as the use of big data or the application
of genetic biomedicine, if they do not understand
the basic scientific and technological facts and their
humanist connotations, or at least have access to the
right kind of knowledge, to assess for themselves the
implications and consequences. Most advances in all
fields of humanistic and scientific knowledge happen
within academic institutions or through people who are
directly linked to them, in the same way that art tends
to move in certain cultural circles and technological
progress is the main driver of industry. In the former
case, for example, scientific advances are also commu-
nicated via academia, which has very well-established
rules to guarantee the originality and reliability of those
advances, including the use of technical language that
avoids ambiguities but is also unfamiliar to anyone who
is not a specialist in that particular field. What is more,
use of these communication channels has traditionally
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been limited almost exclusively to the members of aca-
demia, given their highly technical nature and the fact
they must be paid for.

We therefore consider that there are two very impor-
tant processes of change that need to be taken into
account, and that are addressed in this report. The first
is the fundamental role, in our opinion, of scientific,
humanistic, artistic and technological divulgation and
dissemination. The word ‘divulgation’ comes from the
Latin divulgare, literally meaning “deliver to the public”
(being made up of the prefix di followed by vulgare),
and involves providing a certain order of knowledge to a
broader audience, which implies that this must be done
using the linguistic standards and basic knowledge of
that audience. Divulgation therefore reduces the dis-
tance between academic knowledge made by and for
academics and the kind of knowledge possessed by the
general public, which for us implies the essential need
to socialise the knowledge that the members of society
need in order to become implicated in equal rights and
be able to make the decisions that affect them. In other
words, we perceive that the dissemination of knowledge
and advances in humanities, arts, science and technol-
ogy is a necessary activity not only for the socialisation
of knowledge but also, or as a consequence thereof,
to foster democratic mechanisms and the democrati-
sation of collective decisions, by incorporating all of
society, or all the members that by their own free will
wish to play a part in decision-making processes with
equal rights and responsibilities. For this same reason
we also speak, as a synonym for divulgation, of the dis-
semination of knowledge, in analogical reference to
the way seeds are disseminated to germinate and bear
fruit. So we could also speak of ‘intellectual pollination’.
Indeed, many of the most influential and well-known
texts of the humanities were published by their authors
in a non-academic, informative manner. And in the
case of scientific and technological dissemination, the
means used necessarily require the involvement of the
humanities in the widest possible sense, since they are
based on reading, writing, speaking, audiovisual media
and other such processes.

The second process of change that we feel should be
highlighted is the method for academic communication
of findings, which is shifting from a closed system that
due to the high costs can almost only be accessed by
the members of academia, to an Open Science model,
whereby findings in any field of knowledge, including
publications, data, software, and so forth, and their
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dissemination are accessible at all levels of amateur or
professional research, at no cost to the receiver. This
therefore fosters transparent and accessible knowledge
that is shared and developed through collaborative net-
works. Open Science can therefore be viewed as the
socialisation and democratisation of traditional aca-
demic publications, and is a necessary process given
the growing social demand for access to knowledge.

However, the consolidation of the social and cultural
methods of knowledge dissemination and the Open
Science model fundamentally depend on the political
and economic priorities of each country in an otherwise
globalised world, where laws on education, culture and
the promotion of R&D can be highly influential. So, cul-
tural policies that encourage the dissemination and
transparency of knowledge and education laws that pri-
oritise reflective and ‘discussive’ elements at all levels
of education will tend to promote a greater say and
democratisation among all members of that society.

Open Science is not, therefore, an option, but a neces-
sity. As a practical or moral concept, the sharing of
knowledge and instruments in order to benefit the pro-
gress of knowledge that forms part of humanity should
be an ‘obligation’. An important first change involves
the extension of what we call Open Data. Although
there are still obstacles and difficulties, progress is
slowly being made in some areas of both public admin-
istration and the world of research, and it means taking
on the commitment to make the huge amount of data
that is generated available to everyone at all times. The
aim is to share the data obtained or generated from any
source, such as that produced in the fields of research
or that is derived from different public administrations
and agencies that gather information. This would be the
case, for instance, with data on the weather, traffic, pol-
lution, finance, health, sports, and so on, which may be
generated by sensors, by what is becoming known such
as the Internet of Things (loT), or by our own mobile
phones and data repositories when properly enabled
and protected.

In addition to being a major contributor to the devel-
opment of new studies based on real and proven data,
this approach compels us to think in depth about con-
cepts related to the privacy and security of data and its
public and private use. This requires the deployment of
regulations and a solid, disruptive (and also ethical and
social) political stance. Although it may appear concep-
tually simple, the management of ‘living’ data is a major

technological and organisational challenge. The idea is
for each repository of data on any given topic or exper-
iment to be preserved and for the public to be able to
access the most recent and enriched version togeth-
er with successive contributions made by every new
study, while safeguarding authorship and the trace-
ability of versions over time. This is one of the main
problems with Open Science. Data is hard to come by
and costly in resources and time, and it is also hard to
share, while the duplicity of transformed data gener-
ates much confusion.

Open Science therefore needs a firm and consistent
political and social positioning. On the one hand, we
must establish the ideological, operational and ethical
standards for collaboration in and sharing of knowledge
at the global level. We also need to think about how this
is feasible in a society that has established mechanisms
for the protection of intellectual and industrial property
that carry considerable legal weight and where knowl-
edge is such a fundamental strategic and economic
factor for innovative companies and projects. In this
context, the private sector tends to be highly reluctant
to share its most strategic or profitable knowledge,
which is why there has been so little progress in this
area. Without large-scale involvement of humanistic
thought in this major transformation, it will not be pos-
sible to lay the foundations any further than what public
institutions, such as universities and research centres,
are morally obligated to do at present.

Another example of integration is the Horizon 2020
(H2020) programme promoted by the European Union,
which focuses on three core areas: 1) scientific excel-
lence, not only in basic research but also in exchange
projects; 2) business leadership of small, medium and
large companies, with predominance of ICTs, and 3)
the social challenges that are also linked directly to
the humanities, which include, among others, health,
demographic change, wellbeing, food safety and
agricultural, marine, environmental and energy sustain-
ability, and the promotion of reflective, inclusive and
innovative societies.

In short, any approach to the humanities that relates
to its social value and its transformative effects on
the freedom and dignity of people everywhere on the
planet, with all their conflicts and diversity, must be
viewed as a political approach. From the perspective
of interdependence, this approach also includes the
relationship with non-human beings. Humanities help



Editors’ Introduction

us not to fall into the trap of ‘solutionism’, immediacy
and technicality, and provide an idea of the roadmap,
analytical density and various assessment criteria. This
makes the humanities not only an arena for resistance
but a common, critical and diverse front, from which to
put into question and at the same time to work together
to address the main political challenges of our time.

With regard to economic issues, in any debate or anal-
ysis of the humanities, the issue of funding is almost
always a central one. Who should finance their trans-
mission, development, availability, activities, resources,
and so on? The public system for funding the humanities
and culture has been developed in the most prosperous
Western societies over the course of the last century
through the public education system and a cultural
system based on museums, libraries, academies, audi-
toriums and so forth, as well as through the promotion
of the activities associated to them (publishing, artis-
tic production, exhibitions, subsidies, etc.), although
there are other ideologies of a more neoliberal nature,
where it is felt that at least some cultural manifestations
should be self-sustaining.

There are many questions to ask on this matter, all of
them necessary, but also difficult to answer, if the aim
is to recover the value of the humanities and research
on humanistic matters for human experience, and also
in relation to advances in science and technology. For
example, when it is commonly said that the human-
ities are not profitable enough, what is really being
said? What exactly is this referring to? For whom and
in terms of what parameters of profitability? Are there
other parameters? Are there other economic models
for the promotion of the humanities? Indeed, there
is a current of authors (among them the philosophers
Martha Nussbaum and Nuccio Ordine) who have priori-
tised the defence of the non-profitable or useless nature
of humanistic knowledge. However, how far can this
duality between what is ‘profitable’ and what is not be
maintained in mercantile terms? By comparison, how
much science is profitable and in which of its aspects?
This is also a highly controversial aspect in terms of the
basic scientific research that is mainly done at public
centres with public funding. Who should finance that?
In many economic and political systems, science is very
much funded through public resources, on the under-
standing that at least some aspects of that research may
be applicable in the future. In other systems, much of
the basic scientific research is funded through public
or private foundations that are financially supported
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by private donations. In all cases, however, in order to
be granted funding, applicants are asked to reflect on
possible future applications and also, and this is a very
important aspect, on the socialisation of this knowl-
edge, through dissemination, and how it might end
up having a favourable affect in one way or another on
social development. In the context of the humanities, do
we therefore need to redefine the concept of ‘profit’?
Indeed, do the humanities compel us to reconsider the
very concept of value? What economies and ways of life
can sustain the humanistic activities that really do form
part of our lives today and of the problems that we need
to ponder and develop in a sustained manner?

Based on all this, we believe that considering the
humanities ‘unprofitable’ means having a highly limited
perspective of the bonds between universities and the
socio-economic system that surrounds them and financ-
es them, and reflects a Cartesian system that is excluding
in the way that it classifies scientific-technological and
humanistic aspects. If the humanities are to be part of
the fabric of higher education and interact dynamically
and synergistically with other fields of knowledge, the
concept of profitability takes on a new dimension.

If these ideas stem from a negative assessment of
the potential employability of humanities graduates,
perhaps we should think about the kinds of jobs that
will subsist (or appear as new) in the future, which will
undoubtedly be very different to our present world. In
a scenario where most mechanical or routine activi-
ties will be performed by organised consortia of smart
machines and devices, with autonomous learning
capacities and in constant activity, we might need to
start thinking about ‘other’ types of work that will nec-
essarily have to incorporate aspects that are more
inherent to people and their feelings, thoughts and vital
attitudes. The interdisciplinary component of potential
workplaces will play a central role in the humanities,
which will lend meaning and content to many new kinds
of activities, both professional and those focused on
culture and leisure, all of them necessary for a dignified
and dignifying life.

The path ahead is long and difficult. If companies’
success is only judged by their position in the market,
their profits and their shareholders’ dividends, without
considering, or sufficiently considering, the plenitude
of human life, this change in our perception of utility
will be harder to achieve. Higher Education Institutions
also have a role to play in debating all imaginable and
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evaluable scenarios and the ways in which mentalities,
indicators and social, labour and financial systems can
be changed.

When job insecurity and low wages are common fea-
tures not only of most ‘countercultural’ activities, but
also of academic and institutional life, and not only in
the field of humanities, what can we expect from our
lives and work? What can they contribute and what
can they give? What material and labour demands are
related today with a better course for humanistic activi-
ties in general, and scientific and cultural ones too?

The change may perhaps be brought about by assum-
ing different values, especially among young people,
the drivers of change and transformation, beyond com-
mercial success and entrepreneurship, for example,
which have been so highly appraised over the last 30 or
40 years and which will have long-lasting effects. The
low-cost model does not lead to more efficient and bal-
anced societies, but rather quite the contrary. Nor does
disregard for life in the fields and agricultural work,
or the view of the countryside almost exclusively as a
place of leisure, like a kind of theme park, or the over-
estimation of urban conurbations, which do not lead
to more efficient and balanced societies either. If we
think that many activities will be automated, and very
much so, in the immediate future, it is obvious that the
resulting jobs will have to incorporate other skills and
abilities, and these include those linked to and driven
by study of the humanities.

Universities, and particularly public universities, in many
countries of the world are suffering from budgetary
cuts and regulation by different international, nation-
al, regional and local administrations, often based on
various profitability indicators such as those mentioned
in previous paragraphs. This relative decrease in invest-
ment, which has been especially harsh over the last few
years has, among other things, cheapened the academ-
ic careers of young teachers and research personnel,
and led to more unstable jobs. At the same time, uni-
versities, which should be the ideological drivers of
change and transformation, have often become highly
conservative in their attitudes and mechanisms. They
have not reacted properly and failed to envisage the
urgent need for the permanent presence on their insti-
tutions and governing bodies of younger blood with
a more creative outlook, who tirelessly question the
establishment to which they are exposed and are con-
tinuously critical of their environment. There can be no

doubting that universities require such freshness if they
are to be truly faithful to their mission to society. The
excessively regulated, bureaucratic, hierarchical and
result-focused vision of university institutions is becom-
ing increasingly apparent.

So, in this Report we also want to reflect upon and make
proposals about the added value of people with human-
istic training supporting scientific and technological
endeavours, both in academia and in the business world.
And, reciprocally, the added value that scientists and
technologists can contribute to humanistic develop-
ment. As is recognised in the report Work for a Brighter
Future, published in 2019 by the International Labour
Organization the main jobs that will exist in two decades
from now do not even exist yet, and some of the skills
that will be most in demand are related to the humani-
ties, communication, relations and critical thinking.

3. Social and Environmental
Considerations

The way in which the humanities are taught, shared and
disseminated has much to do with the cultural idiosyn-
crasy of each society, including religious factors, with
their history and with the relationships they establish and
have established with other peoples, with their types of
economy, with the environmental needs around them,
and also with any possible social and gender inequalities,
both locally and globally. Access to culture or cultures in
general has always been a factor of social exclusion or
inclusion and of the way societies are shaped, including
the relationships between their members (equality, hier-
archy, exclusion in certain areas, and so on). But beyond
this, the different relationships that can be established
when it comes to critical tools and individual and collec-
tive autonomy are the main elements that contribute to
a fairer and more egalitarian society. We are in a world
and in societies where inequalities have always existed
on every level, meaning sociocultural, economic, gender
inequalities, and so forth.

Studies on sociology, cultural anthropology and family
relationships carried out in various human groups to
analyse migration and migration paths, as well as mobil-
ity among families due to marriage, indicate that social
and gender differences substantially increased from
the Palaeolithic to the Neolithic Ages, due to ownership
of land and all it contained. This process also included
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people as property, as in slavery, feudal societies and
even patriarchy over women, which have featured in
many cultures throughout history. Although some of
these inequalities have gradually been quelled, as in the
case of the abolition of slavery, the path towards gender
equality and different family units, universal education
and healthcare and so on, the fact is that there is still
major variability between cultures and different politi-
cal and social systems, and this has become especially
apparent in terms of access to information and globali-
sation. However, such globalisation fosters other types
of inequalities, not only between people in the same
territory but also between territories, which can lead to
neo-colonial situations. And given how easily it can be
distributed, information (which can also generate ‘fake
news’) can also help to boost or hinder the processes of
achieving equalities.

Despite all this, or perhaps due to all this, there is also
the perception of new and growing inequalities, such
as new and old forms of illiteracy (humanistic illitera-
cy, scientific illiteracy, technological illiteracy, digital
illiteracy), which can increase the social vulnerability of
certain schoolchildren. Likewise, the mobility of global
populations, through massive and rapid migrations,
and which is often the result of those inequalities, but
which far from solving them instead often increases
them, often makes this situation even more linguisti-
cally, culturally, socially, politically and legally complex.
If the humanities are about the way we shape and make
sense of the human experience in terms of dignity, both
individually and most especially in a collective sense,
then it is essential for them to include an assessment of
the current conditions for equality.

In this regard, it is important and urgent to analyse
examples of the contributions of the humanities to
equality in different cultural, social and political con-
texts, and their implementation in higher education,
which will help to generate environmental conditions
that are more prone towards equality, and that help to
reduce these new forms of illiteracy and their impact
on people’s vulnerability. There is also a need for the
humanities to analyse the very concept of ‘equality’, to
prevent it from becoming contradictory to our commit-
ment to diversity and reciprocity between cultures and
ways of life. We also need to analyse the extent to which
technology, and especially communications, can help
ensure that this concept of equality does not contradict
diversity or reciprocity, and make sure that it does not
work in the opposite direction through, for example,
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fake news. Similarly, knowledge of the scientific method
as a means to acquire knowledge, which by definition
excludes the concept of authority whereby one dis-
covery or theory prevails over any others that might be
contradictory, can help us on the path towards human
equality and dignity, while maintaining diversity and
reciprocity between cultures and ways of life.

A specific aspect is that of environmental sustainability
as a source of inequalities and as a path towards dignified
living. In the eigthteenth century, the Industrial Revolu-
tion significantly altered the relationship between people
and nature, and is viewed as the beginning of a new geo-
logical age called the Anthropocene (derived from the
Greek anthropos, man, and kainos, new or recent). It is
not, however, a clear threshold, since the human species
has been meddling with nature since antiquity, from
the Neolithic Revolution, about 10,000 years ago, and
which brought about a radical change in the relation-
ship between humans and the rest of the environment,
and the beginning of an increasingly clearer contrast
between what is considered natural and artificial. With
the beginning of agriculture and livestock rearing in the
Neolithic, the human species began to drift away from
its atavistic relationships with the ecosystems of which it
was a part. We ceased to be hunters and gatherers, and
abandoned a way of life that had been maintained since
the beginning of our existence, about 200,000 years
ago as Homo sapiens, or more than 2 million years ago as
the earliest hominids that evolved into Homo habilis, the
ancestor of today’s humans.

The Neolithic Revolution was also the start of an ever
more sedentary lifestyle, one of the consequences of
the major technological and cultural developments
that gradually led to the Industrial Revolution and the
Anthropocene, which is not a geologic period in the
strictest sense (unlike the Eocene or the Pleistocene)
but has borrowed the naming structure. Instead, it
refers to an era when human activity has started to have
massive effects worldwide. In the eigthteenth century,
the beginning of the Industrial Revolution coincided
with what is considered the birth of Western modern
philosophy through René Descartes, who proposed the
problem of the validity of knowledge as the primary
philosophical question and went on to be one of the
key figures of the scientific revolution. His way of think-
ing was also the beginning of the scientific method, and
also of the Cartesian separation between science and
the humanities.
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But the schism between nature and humanity dates
further back to the philosophical and theological dis-
cussions that considered mankind to be superior to the
rest of nature, as in Platonic and Augustinian philoso-
phy, to mention just two influential Western traditions.
In any case, there was a clear distinction between
people and nature, which also generated significant dif-
ferences in different cultural domains, such as between
the West, East and so-called indigenous peoples, with
regard to the relationship between humans and nature,
and to humankind’s position in the world.

Advances in various scientific disciplines such as
ecology, genetics, neuroscience, chemistry and physics,
among others, and new philosophical and humanistic
ideas from what are generically known as environmen-
tal humanities, were a turning point in our conception
of the relationship between people and nature, albeit
against strong resistance from the prevailing politi-
cal, economic and socio-cultural preconceptions and
interests. Environmental humanities are an interdisci-
plinary area of research and reflection that addresses
contemporary environmental challenges in a historical,
philosophical, cultural and social manner, including
scientific and technological aspects, challenges and
inputs. It involves dynamically integrating the sources
and development of environmental challenges, the
most significant of which is climate change derived
from global warming and waste accumulation, which
has crucial social, financial and political repercussions,
for example with regard to the availability of such basic
resources as drinking water and food, and the increase
in extreme weather events such as catastrophic floods
and droughts. This is together, of course, with the dif-
ferent philosophical views derived from the different
cultures all around the Earth.

In this context, the environmental humanities are char-
acterised by a connectivity ontology based on the need
to integrate human development into ecosystems. Or,
put another way, to adopt ecological, economic and
social sustainability as a paradigm for development,
which implies treating humanity as part of a much
larger vital system, the biosphere. Such a system was
proposed in 1969 by James Lovelock (although he did
not publish his work until 1979) as the Gaia Hypothesis,
which postulates that climate, life and the geological
substrate act together in such a dynamic, interactive
manner that they self-regulate and create balance.
According to this hypothesis, the Earth is a complex
organism made up of the biosphere, the oceans,

the atmosphere and the geological substrate, which
together form a cybernetic retroactive system through
which the conditions for life are relatively constant via
the control exerted by its own elements. Put another
way, Gaia is a homeostatic system that tends to main-
tain its internal balance and stability.

It is not the only case in which a scientific advance has
opened up a new field in humanistic research. One of
the most paradigmatic was the publication of the theory
of evolution by means of natural selection by Charles
Darwin (The Origin of the Species, 1859), which was fol-
lowed by another influential text for both the sciences
and the humanities: The Descent of Man (1871).

The Gaia Hypothesis, which includes humans and all
their activities as part of the homeostatic system and
has profound humanistic implications, is based on
several scientific principles, such as thermodynamics
and the theory of complex systems, which are theoret-
ically grounded in physics, chemistry and theories of
information and ecology, among others. Although many
of the postulates of the Gaia Hypothesis have been
demonstrated empirically, many are deemed improva-
ble by the scientific method, which is why it still called
a Hypothesis and not a Theory (according to the current
formulation of the scientific method, a ‘hypothesis’ is
an acceptable proposal made by collecting information
and data, and although not fully confirmed, serves as a
tentative response to a science-based question, while a
‘theory’ is a model of reality used to rationalise, explain
and predict phenomena, which needs to be verified by
experimentation or observation).

Nonetheless, the integrated and interdependent vision
that the Gaia Hypothesis offers for life, nature and
humanity encompasses not only the various fields of
science but also the humanities, which restores the
humanities as an inseparable part, now and in the
future, of human progress. For example, research in
ecology has demonstrated the existence of many phe-
nomena of symbiosis, a type of ecological relationship
whereby organisms of different species collaborate for
mutual benefit, and without which life on Earth as we
know it would not be possible. In fact, in evolutionary
terms, the first bacterial communities that existed more
than 3,800 million years ago quickly grouped into small
symbiotic ecosystems, known as stromatolites. The
parallels with human societies and cultures are evident,
and emphasise the need to use and foster the synergies
between different branches of scientific and humanis-
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tic knowledge, between different human cultures, and
also between human activity and the rest of nature,
as proposed by authors such as Edward Wilson, one
of the founders of sociobiology. In fact, because of its
humanistic implications the Gaia Hypothesis has also
been worked on from philosophy by the likes of Pierre
Teilhard de Chardin, Thomas Berry, Alan Marshall, Tony
Bondhus, Edward Goldsmith, and others.

A derivative of this is the growing phenomenon of
Smart Cities. Defined as cities equipped with mecha-
nisms based on the technologies of the information and
communication society, these are focused on improv-
ing both the management of different services and the
quality of life of their inhabitants. They are not solely
based on the construction and management of physical
and digital infrastructures, but also on the availability
and quality of communication of knowledge and social
infrastructure, i.e. their intellectual, social and cultural
capital. The competitiveness of Smart Cities therefore
also depends on the sustainable and socially accept-
able implementation of information and communication
technologies, and on social and environmental capital.
Sustainability and inclusiveness are fundamental com-
ponents of this worldview, as is the need for the people
to co-participate in decision-making. So, the necessary
relation with the humanities is evident and direct, at the
same time that the term Smart City is being used as a
commercial slogan.

In parallel with advances in ecology, chemistry and
physics, genetic research has demonstrated the single
origin of life on Earth, and therefore the existence of an
undeniable biological kinship among all living things,
from bacteria to humans, who are all members of the
same interrelated vital community. It has also been
shown that what is known in evolution as the ‘tree of
life’, which usually places the simplest organisms at
the bottom and the most complex ones at the top, with
humans at the highest point of all, is actually inaccurate.
Despite the existence of an evolutionary relationship
between all current and extinct living beings, genetic
research indicates that there is no directionality in evo-
lution, which places humanity on the same biological
level as all other living beings with which we share
our planet. This is a solid argument for environmental
humanities, and raises important philosophical ques-
tions not only on our relationship with the rest of nature
but also on humankind itself.
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However, the absence of evolutionary directionality
does not mean that mankind has found a new ecolog-
ical niche, namely culture (in ecology, an ‘ecological
niche’ is the place that a species occupies within the
ecosystem, or, in other words, it is the function that a
species performs within its ecosystem, and which is
defined by such aspects as behaviour, the nutrients it
consumes and where it gets them from, the effects it
has on other species, and so on, and is the result of its
evolutionary adaptation to the environment in which it
lives). This ecological niche, in which the development
and transmission of humanities, science and technology
are deemed typically and exclusively human activities,
arises from the ability to reason, deduce and analyse
that is generated by a very specific organ, the brain.
Advances in neuroscience have shown that the most
distinctive and apparently exclusive characteristic of the
human brain with respect that of any other organism,
and despite humans having evolved out of ancestral
primates, which came from other ancestral mammals
and those, in turn, from the lineage of vertebrates, is
the existence of neural circuits, located in the so-called
frontal lobes, that are involved in the ability to visual-
ise and plan alternative futures, to reason reflectively
on the pros and cons of each of these futures, to make
decisions that take this reasoning into account beyond
any primary biological impulses, and to adapt individual
behaviour in the right way to achieve the desired goal
(what is called “control of the executive functions”).

The ability to adapt behaviour to a desired goal or future
very importantly includes inhibition against impulsive
behaviours, which are produced as a result of emo-
tional and previous learning experiences that condition
behaviour in a reflexive, subconscious way. In terms of
cerebral activity, emotions are preconceived behav-
ioural patterns that are automatically triggered in any
situation that requires an immediate response, since
pondered responses are much slower and consume
many more mental resources. This implies that we are
not aware when emotions are generated (such as fear,
anger, sadness, disgust, joy or surprise), but once they
have been generated we do become aware of them and
they can be redirected through the emotional control
that is part of our executive functions. Emotions are, in
evolutionary terms, crucial for individual survival, since
they permit quick responses in situations that require
them. The study of emotions and their role in human
life has also been widely analysed by the humanities
and art. In fact, art appeals directly to human emotions.
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And as for philosophy, the subject of emotions appears
in the work of many philosophers, both from Western
tradition, such as Plato, Descartes, Pascal, Hobbes,
Spinoza, Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, Hume, Kant, Bren-
tano, Husserl, Scheler, Stein, Heidegger and Sartre,
among many others, and also from eastern tradition. In
the fourth century BC, for example, the first Chinese phi-
losophers were distinguishing between the mind (xin),
biological human nature (xing) and emotions (qging)
to explain the origin of morality and knowledge. And
the subject of emotions and emotional management
is central to the Buddhist and Confucian traditions. In
other words, research in neuroscience and philosophy
are clear examples of the synergies that can and must
be established between the humanities and science.

Research in neuroscience has also shown that, although
areas of preferential activity can be identified in the
brain that manage certain types of task, it functions as
an integrated whole, synergistically using all the sensory
data it receives together with its previous experiences,
emotional responses and the capacity for reflection
and reasoning. Some activities that were believed to be
typical of adult brains and that needed to be specifically
learned, such as the use of the scientific method and
philosophical reasoning, have been shown to be consub-
stantial to the human species, and are used instinctively
from childhood as part of the ‘basic software’ of being
human beings. For example, 12-month-old babies have
been shown, before they have learned to speak, to rou-
tinely use both disjunctive syllogisms and the scientific
method (observation, deduction, experimentation, anal-
ysis, new deduction, and start over again) to relate to
the environment and extract information that they find
valid and can hence transform into knowledge. Going
back to the Anthropocene and current environmental
challenges, where is this taking us? Although Gaia tends
to maintain the homeostasis of the Earth, the accumu-
lation of waste, over-exploitation of resources and the
need to produce huge amounts of energy are pushing
the planet to the limits of its own capacity for recovery
and regeneration. Although there is debate about where
this is ultimately heading, due to the lack of scientific
data with which to compare the situation, and despite
the existence of pressure groups who seek to minimise
or deny the effects of climatic change by confusing
them with oscillating weather conditions, alterations
to biogeochemical cycles are threatening to increase
social and territorial inequalities, cause more extreme
weather phenomena, such as prolonged droughts and

floods and other catastrophic meteorological events,
and as a result raise the number and virulence of region-
al and global conflicts.

Scientific research must open new avenues for under-
standing these phenomena and offer new possibilities
for managing human needs, based on its methods.
Humanities, in turn, should enable and facilitate
intercultural, intersocial and interterritorial dialogue,
reasoned assessment of needs and the establishment
of shared and achievable sustainability goals both
locally and globally, which also affects the ethical
aspects of the integration of human life in its envi-
ronment. And technological development must feed
on scientific and humanistic contributions in order to
streamline the transition towards sustainable develop-
ment. Everything must come together in a political,
social and cultural climate that encourages the inte-
grated functioning of human brains (i.e. people), in a
sufficiently settled environment in which they can make
the most appropriate and meditated individual and col-
lective decisions. And once these decisions have been
made, they must have sufficient room to adapt both
individual and collective behaviour to make them pos-
sible, in a multicultural, multisocial and multiterritorial
environment that is respectful of different perceptions
and sensibilities, and making use of the elements that
are best suited for the common good. One of the goals
of this report is therefore to offer a platform for meeting
and discussion between the humanities, sciences and
technology so that they can contribute synergistically
to the environmental challenges that human activity
itself has generated in every one of its senses.

In many cultures, human beings have viewed them-
selves as the centre of the world and of creation,
different from the rest, with the right to use and exploit
the rest of nature without having to render account. In
modern times, we do the same as re-creators. However,
the environmental challenges require a reappraisal of
the situation, given what our legacy means for future
generations, for human well-being and dignity, and for
life as a whole. This also means non-human intelligence.
In other words, the meaning and value of humanity
must be resituated, in order to integrate human life, in
a balanced way, in the life of the planet as a whole. And
these are issues that go further than scientific research
and technological applications and are instead fully
part of the field of humanities.
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4. Educational and
Institutional Considerations

In general, education systems in much of the modern
world, especially in secondary school and higher edu-
cation, have a globalised tendency to prioritise the
resolute, adaptive, and competitive aspects of learning,
with a growing vocational focus. This has even affected
the way we work in humanities departments, adapting
all knowledge and research activities to goals, method-
ologies and (currently digital) instruments that are often
based on criteria alien to the activity’s own needs. The
problem-solving and critical questioning involved in
humanistic activity, which seek to trigger the critical,
evaluative and creative dimensions of the relationships
between what we do, what we learn and what we know,
are side-lined from education at too young an age.

In a relatively similar fashion, there is often a tendency
in science to try to explain scientific knowledge and
theories in a finalistic manner, to solve specific prob-
lems rather than employ dynamic processes involving
the gradual and critical extension of knowledge, which
is often obtained per se. And these require the appli-
cation of the scientific method in some of its forms,
such as experimental or the hypothetical-deductive,
and of reflection, also as procedures to predict and
prevent problems.

On an educational level, all learning, whether of con-
cepts (regardless of whether these are humanistic,
scientific or technological), of skills (procedural learn-
ing) or attitudes (inclusiveness, respect, critical and
reflective assessment situations, dialogue-seeking
to resolve conflicts, empowerment of one’s own life
history, etc.), is stored as memories in the brain in the
form of patterns of neural connections. The brain is the
organ of thought, and its activity produces mental func-
tions and psychic faculties. Learning fuels the brain,
and this conditions a person’s self-image and their
view of their environment, and the way they relate to
it. In other words, education is the key to the future of
people and societies, as the great theorists of modern
pedagogy have been emphasising for decades, with
specific proposals of great didactic value that promote,
above all, the personal growth of students from shared,
cross-cutting and dynamic experience, getting them
socially implicated in a context that enriches human
dignity. An education that synergistically and harmon-
ically integrates the humanities and science through
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thought, reasoning and emotions will help to generate
more plural and pensive human minds.

The more neural connections a person’s brain has,
the richer their mental life. But that is only half of the
brain-building process through education. The other
half is about the areas of the brain that are prioritised
when establishing new connections. An education
system that prioritises the management of otherwise
inevitable uncertainty and changes to the environment
through fear and, by extension, credulity, is not the
same as one that does so via transformative curiosity.
The former, taken to the extreme, tends to generate
fearful people who will shy from change, and thus be
more easily manipulated by demagogy and populism.
The latter, also taken to the extreme, will lead to people
with a proactive attitude who are willing to thoughtfully
explore new ideas and transform themselves and their
surroundings should they deem it appropriate.

These differences arise from the way knowledge is trans-
mitted, and how it interacts with other knowledge. To
put it bluntly, primary, secondary and higher education
that integrates humanistic, artistic, scientific and tech-
nological knowledge in a dynamic way, not by blending
them all into one but by using them all, each with their
epistemological particularities, to address different
issues from all possible angles, will help to build people
with a greater mental capacity to integrate, value and
reflect on any situation. In other words, it will make for
individuals with a greater capacity to contemplate and
appreciate situations by themselves based on the data
around them, and become involved in the search for
solutions and to commit themselves to making them
happen, both individually and collectively. Primary
and secondary education conducted under these con-
ditions necessarily means the same notion should be
carried across to higher education, with the incorpora-
tion of humanistic aspects in the study of science and
technology and vice versa, in order to maintain and
enhance this ‘wide-angle’ lens, but without neglecting
the opportunity to ‘zoom in’ on any required specialisa-
tion in any particular field of study.

If education stops teaching students to think and eval-
uate what we do and what we know by themselves and
with others, and focuses only on the zoom without a
wide angle view, it is no longer education and instead
becomes schooling, programming or indoctrination.
We should bear in mind that the word ‘education’ comes
from the Latin educo, which is formed by the prefix ex-
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(out of, far from, in each part of, in awareness of), and
duco (driven, guided). So, the debate on the humani-
ties should not be about how many hours or how many
departments are needed in humanistic fields, but about
ways to promote a certain attitude to knowledge (or
knowledges) from the very start of the education system
that includes all forms of learning and allows bridges
and mutually enriching relationships to be built between
science, technology and the humanities.

One of the key questions we need to ask is what curric-
ula favour this dimension of learning and how education
methodologies should be focused in order to promote
cross-cutting knowledge and growth. Curricula tend to
focus on what we need to learn (the content), and at
best make only a few suggestions as to how it should
be learned (the methodology). Indeed, what needs to
be learned is one of the most segmented aspects of
academic disciplines, and there are often very few inter-
relations between them (especially between science
and humanities). So, another key question to ask is how
the why can be included in curricula, i.e. why we should
learn certain things (the what or the content) and why
this has to be done in a certain way (the how or the meth-
odology), given that it is precisely the why that is always
cross-cutting and lends meaning to everything else.

Taken to specific and possibly more tangible cases, and
to cite an example from that of Europe, it is essential to
reflect on the effects of the deployment of the European
Higher Education Area on these education conditions;
on the limitations faced by teachers and students when
it comes to finding an interrogative, critical and eval-
uative approach to what they do; on ways to assess
elements that do not apparently fit easily into current
indicators of education, such as intuition, peripheral
thinking, cooperative problem-solving and so on, and
on what effects the rankings have on the humanities.
Throughout this analysis, and something that justi-
fies the imperative need for it, there is another crucial
aspect that needs to be taken into account: complex
situations only find sufficiently satisfactory and efficient
answers from plurality and diversity, through wide-an-
gle analysis from which we can zoom in on the most
important points, and interrelate them.

At the institutional level, there is a general feeling of the
regression or residualisation of humanities departments
at many universities and higher education centres
around the world, as well as humanistic approaches in
other areas, which are viewed as accessories or optional.

The extent to which this is the case in different coun-
tries and contexts needs to be examined, along with the
consequences and also experiences that have worked
in the opposite direction, like some of those includ-
ed in this Report. In many countries, a shift or transfer
of humanistic activities has been observed. While the
humanities are leaving universities, they are spreading
into other types of cultural entity or institution. Similarly,
there is also an excessive mood of mercantilist technical
professionalisation in the scientific and technological
departments of many universities and higher education
centres, which put limits on a more global vision.

One of the issues to be resolved is the assessment of
multi/inter/trans-disciplinary research. In terms of aca-
demic and research policies, this kind of research is
held in increasingly higher esteem at the conceptual
level. Indeed, mankind'’s greatest advances, in any area,
usually happen in the borderlands between disciplines,
where the weaknesses of one become the strengths of
the other, and vice versa. However, in order to apply for
funding, stand for academic positions or even to justify
the curriculum, the system is cordoned off into imper-
meable areas of knowledge that work in the opposite
direction, i.e. they clearly foster monothematic speciali-
sation above transversality. Hence the long-standing but
growing tendency in the scientific and technological
university world to take refuge in the ‘business’ of pub-
lications and research focused on success in journals
and ‘competitive’ assessments, while paying little heed
to the potential transferability of ‘research’ or the need
to socialise knowledge. However, and perhaps to com-
pensate for this, the competitive funding of research,
for example in the specific scope of the European Union
and in several other countries, has, for some years now,
included a section on the potential transfer of knowl-
edge, where any intended actions in this regard should
be noted. This requirement has led all public research
centres and universities to create or expand commu-
nication offices, in order to contribute to this goal.
However, these tend to be highly inward-looking, and
lack the required multi/inter/trans-disciplinarity. We
hence believe that we need to take another look at the
interrelationship between disciplines, and this matter is
also analysed in this Report.

By what processes are these displacements occurring
and what are the consequences? The University, as an
institution, has not only chosen to prioritise certain
areas of knowledge, but more importantly certain pro-
cedures, objectives and standards for the assessment
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and profitability of academic activity that are often
unsuited to humanistic activities, which tend to encour-
age specialisation activities in very specific and limited
areas. What are universities winning and losing by this
move? On the one hand, by acting like this, universi-
ties are pandering to the dominant discourse and the
increasingly widespread perception that the public
sector in general needs to be changed into a merely
neutral provider of quality services to society. This is the
very worst case scenario for humanistic studies.

This view, manifested in a wide variety of ways depend-
ing on each social and cultural situation and each
country’s policies on universities, places the concept
of the “citizen that must be provided with services”,
and which must be as personalised as possible, right
at the centre. In this process, which in our view is still
happens far too incipiently, the people also must also
be made to feel they are able to control and audit the
way the resources that they finance with their own
taxes are used. In addition, some lobbies are trying to
weaken or diminish that public sector, either because
they have so little confidence in its efficacy, efficiency
and transparency (often justifiably) or for more short-
term interests, such as prioritising certain budget items
over others or transferring them to the private or mixed
sector, to the benefit of the corporations they repre-
sent. This legitimate need for control drives the creation
of protocols and legislation to guarantee that the pro-
cedures, expenditure and results of institutions and
administrations are monitored. The increase in controls
and guarantees, and the inherent difficulty of managing
such a highly digitised public sector, is a challenge for
administration as a whole and, in particular, universities.

An example of this perspective of change in the rela-
tions between the administration and the people is
the implementation of new models and concepts for
life in cities and metropolitan areas, where the most
rapidly-changing concentrations of the population
are located. In Smart City or Smart Metropolitan Area
terms, the people are active agents of the processes
of urban and social change that will supposedly lead
us towards a fairer, more sustainable and more caring
society. Guided by such events as those derived from
United Nations 2030 Agenda, cities are building a dis-
course that prioritises such issues as equity, circular
economics, sustainability, the environment, health,
mobility and governance, among many others. Where
do universities stand in this new order?

65

When we project this phenomenon (and many other
changes, such as the new digital skills of young students
and their methods for socialisation) onto universi-
ty, we find that they are affected in a variety of ways.
On the one hand, as a public organisation (or private,
but nonetheless projected at the public), it is subject
to mechanisms for the control of procedures, results
and, in the public case, costs, like any other administra-
tions and services. This implies a certain level of often
bureaucratic administrative control that clashes with
the academic way of doing things, where there is gen-
erally less concern about criteria of economic efficacy
and efficiency. It is the scientific quality or level of what
is done for society that matters most and, unfortunately
a lower status is attributed to the provision of adequate,
modern teaching that is connected to the needs of
society and the labour market.

So, in the adaptation and connection of academic
activity, especially teaching, with the specific and often
circumstantial demands of the socio-economic and
industrial fabric, the situation is still very difficult, and
also very unclear, in many university contexts beyond
the quest for the very survival of academia as an insti-
tution. Is it the socio-economic fabric that should be
dictating academic activity? Where does the need for
university autonomy stand here? Is it possible to satisfy
all the different stakeholders: the financial, political and
social, students and academics?

Along with this, there is the pressure to specialise and
to forge professional profiles that are in keeping with
the specific demands of the economy at any given time.
A paradigmatic case is the need for computer experts
with in-depth knowledge of certain tools or products
that are mainly implanted in the market. These com-
puter packages and services often have a relatively
fleeting lifespan in comparison to the working careers
of professionals in the sector. This phenomenon of
ultra-specialisation resonates with the tendency for
science and technology to head in the same direction.
The movement to promote multidisciplinarity has only
just begun, but trans-inter-multidisciplinary activity is
still too heavily penalised in the academic context, and
especially the mechanisms for funding research and in
the relentless universe (and business) of publications.

Education centres are responding in a variety of dif-
ferent ways. Some simply react by inertia or mimicry,
depending on the setting and what leading education
institutions are doing in their respective fields. Others
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respond with the utmost immediacy, for example by
creating degree courses that are very tightly bound to
the needs of the labour market.

We also need to differentiate between universities in
terms of their history and origin. ‘Historic’ universities
tend to offer a wide variety of degrees in all areas of
knowledge, as part of their traditional mission to teach
people who, over the years or centuries, are required
by a certain society. The globalisation of supply and
demand, and the internationalisation and appearance
of new ‘markets’, are gradually changing their eco-
system. They still try to meet what they believe to be
their commitments, regardless of financial context and
the returns, and look to balance human and econom-
ic resources in order to satisfy ‘all’ academic needs, as
perceived by the institution itself. This means keeping
and/or finding staff and degrees that are difficult to
sustain in the medium term.

Meanwhile other universities, which are often privately
owned, focus their portfolio of degrees on the direct
needs of the market and also, let’s face it, concentrate
on those professions that they consider strategic, be
that socially, politically or to create nuclei of power and
influence. By way of example, we find universities that
concentrate on or prioritise such strategic areas as law,
economics, business and health sciences. This brings
them closer to present and future decision-making hubs
and, ultimately, to empowerment and consolidation of
their influence (a possible mission of the institution
itself) and to hypothetical financial returns in the future.

We cannot ignore how certain currents have been
bulldozing the image of universities as the original,
sole and essential source of new knowledge. There
are several questions that we need to ask here. What
should we make of the boom in ‘business universities’,
especially with regard to lifelong learning? How can the
mechanisms for accrediting and acknowledging skills
and knowledge (which are conveniently guaranteed
via blockchain procedures) be coordinated with the
demand for professionals and their remuneration? How
can we integrate the research done in large companies
within the ‘open’ panorama heralded by universities?
And how can we quantify and evaluate, in a guaranteed
and secure manner, the effect in the present and in the
immediate future of quality virtual learning that is now
so widely available to different layers of the population?
We are no longer merely speaking of remote or open
universities, but also of the huge amount of materials

and structures that are more or less spontaneous or
even supported by major universities, that can be found
nowadays on the internet (Coursera, Udemy, and so on,
and in such an uncontrolled and uncontrollable fashion
on such social platforms as YouTube).

This reality clashes with the lives of institutions that
often stand out for their contributions to knowledge and
research, but are struggling to subsist and to attract the
best academics and researchers and the best students.
How are these institutions to remain preeminent due
to having the best experts and professionals, who can
only be recruited and conserved if they are provided
the means to do their research projects in a reason-
able, long-term manner and with the right social and
emotional returns and the knowledge that they are sup-
porting human progress? We believe that one possible
answer might be based on the ability to maintain and
strengthen stable, well-structured, well-funded and
well-governed, multidisciplinary and multi-institution-
al teams that integrate different fields of knowledge
and, as a result, provide a response that is better ori-
ented towards the need to understand and improve the
complex systems that make up the world today. One
such alternative is being consolidated, and it revolves
around a new model of self-styled ‘popular’ or ‘free’ uni-
versities that are trying to provide an answer to some of
the challenges and shifts that we have been mentioning
in this introduction. However, without going into their
social relevance and connection with new proposals
and visions, to what extent are they or can they be rati-
fied as academic universities?

Another key question for higher education in relation to
the humanities, science and technology is where all of
this is going to take us and who will ultimately benefit
from it? Thinking in general, much of what ‘comes out’
of universities has no specific projection (so it does not
really ‘come out’ at all) basically because the actual
research is not based on society’s direct needs but on
the intellectual intents and interests of researchers and
research groups. However, there are different models
that depend on corporate involvement in university
research and others for governing the obtainment of
economic resources. Another considerable amount of
university results is channelled through instruments
that are perpetually being changed and adapted, such
as framework programmes or national research pro-
grammes, which depend on political management by
each country or each conglomerate of countries, such
as the European Union and its Framework Programmes,
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which are increasingly dependent on national pro-
grammes and whose intentions are well-meaning: to
foster collaboration between states in terms of research
and development. Unfortunately, however, the system
supposedly driving their leadership has mutated into
becoming the fundamental mechanism for the survival
of research groups and other related institutions.

In the specific example of the European Union, the
latest trend in Horizon 2020 programmes and the future
Horizon Europe entails an incessant increase in the
weight of (large) companies in the constitution and cred-
ibility of consortiums and in the distribution of resources
as opposed to university groups, and it is easier for more
flexibly structured private organisations to justify such
expenditure than it is for more compartmentalised and
hard-to-govern university system. Within this frame-
work, the humanities are at risk of being marginalised.

Finally, we should consider the question of the relation-
ship between the humanities and the circuit of cultural
industries. It still seems evident that the world of human-
ities is unclear about how its academic, teaching and
research work forms an integral part of the value chain
in the future employment world and, in particular, of the
promising changes to the cultural industry. It is shock-
ing to see people question the connection between
academic activity and the ‘financial world’, beyond
the personal brilliance of scholars in different subjects.
We need to stop viewing society as something to be
instructed, driven or indoctrinated and instead see it as
an integral part of the cycle of knowledge creation and
the training of people and, in particular, citizens.

Of the many reflections that we could make on this
subject, it is clear that, in the world of the immediate
future, employment will gradually become scarcer and
human beings will have to fill their time with other activ-
ities that generate another type of compensation and
positive feelings. Industry linked to culture (and we are
not just talking about the supply of cultural content,
but also the whole industry that supports it by creating
physical, digital and virtual infrastructures) and indus-
try dedicated to the identification of interests, to the
generation of expectations, to media management, to
management of the business model, and so forth, will
be the bulk of the work done by humans. The weight
of the digital, virtual, augmented reality and other such
worlds will also be very important and hence the need
for universities to train new people who are able to rec-
ognise and integrate the different universes involved.
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The establishment of permeability mechanisms between
the universe of the humanities and the people, wherever
they are, from whatever starting point, will bear increas-
ingly more important value and weight in the creation
and perception of personal and collective well-being,
harmony, plenitude and satisfaction among societies.

Moreover, if this connection between the two uni-
verses, the academic (the trinomial of the humanities,
sciences and technologies) and the resulting econom-
ic and social reality, does not occur, the void will be
filled by others: clearly the evolution of those that are
already being deployed, plus a multitude of comple-
mentary or additional initiatives that will come from
other business sectors, and the most restless from
the world of science and technology, who will have
spotted an endless number of opportunities for the
production, creation, diversification and generation of
beauty and wealth.

In short, how can modern-day public institutions main-
tain and promote their commitment to social equality
and the universal availability of all knowledge for every-
one? What institutional scenarios can we imagine for
the immediate future? Centralisation or decentralisa-
tion of universities? Standardisation or diversification
of the ways of exercising knowledge? If we take heed
of the tendencies and more superficial trends and per-
ceptions, the shift towards the centralisation of systems
and processes of coordination and control will unfortu-
nately become even stronger.

Universities are following the same path. Coordinated
and centralised organisation mechanisms, especial-
ly those based on computer applications, are tending
towards unification because they are cheaper from
the preponderant perspective, which is that of man-
agers. Flexibility and proximity are always more costly
and difficult to control, but the key factor when articu-
lating decentralised, close and flexible mechanisms is
precisely to get them to adapt to the changes that are
inexorably on the way.

The distance and disregard among the management
of academia is not working in our favour. It would
be a grave mistake to consider this activity inferi-
or because, from our cross-cutting approach, all
cultures and knowledge are necessary in order to
survive in the university of the future. Another dimen-
sion is blooming, and how is university teaching to
be organised (and hence its areas of knowledge and
departments) in order to structure a flexible offer,
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with a capacity for evolution and sustainability, and
to transmit knowledge and connect in a certain way
with society?

The current tendency to specialisation from the first
year, and to the continuous creation of master’s degrees
in line with scientific and technological trends as they
appear, does not help to build bridges, although some
of these courses do pool these areas, as in the cases of
bioengineering or studies that combine environmental
issues with social and territorial planning.

So, throughout this context, what are the implications of
the Responsible Research and Innovation (RRI) paradigm
and how should it be addressed at the institutional level,
especially in relation to the humanities? Many science,
engineering and architecture courses, for example, have
made major efforts to progressively introduce aspects
related initially with ecology and then with sustainability,
and more recently with values and ethics in the research
and exercise of professions. Clarification of the mis-
sions and visions of universities, along with the creation
of codes of ethics in different university activities, has
helped to change the flat and, apparently, neutral sce-
nario of science and work at university in general.

What would be the most appropriate science and edu-
cation policies to integrate the humanities, science and
technology into higher education systems nationwide,
and what success stories could be used as benchmarks?
What are the implications of the concepts of academ-
ic autonomy and academic freedom at universities in
relation to the humanities? How are these two concepts
configured in the face of the current challenges? Some
universities have already included subjects, seminars
and even postgraduate courses whose purpose is to
bring the humanities and science/technology closer
together in an interdisciplinary manner. These are good
examples of the humanities being moved closer to or
included in other knowledge areas of higher education,
and which foster joint research in particular fields. Anal-
ysis and reflection on the kind of future we all want for
society should guide us in the exploration and imple-
mentation of a higher education that, without losing the
necessary specialisation, opens its horizons towards
the synergies offered by different fields of knowledge.
This report hopes to contribute to that.
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Institutional
Perspectives



8. How can universities
participate in the changes
that are helping to build
bridges between different
fields of knowledge?
What should their role be?
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Synergy via Shared Platforms:
The International Islamic University of
of Malaysia (IlUM) Way Forward

Dzulkifli Abd Razak and Lihanna Borhan

Abstract

Faculty members may collaborate with others from
other faculties, but the essence remains that they are

The debate on whether to integrate or divide the many
branches of knowledge, in particular science, technolo-
gy and humanities, has been going on for centuries. This
divide is perhaps in a large part due to the institutional
role of universities. One might argue that universities
are the most liable party for the existing divide. But on
the heels of that argument, one could also argue that

separate from and independent of each other. Perhaps
then, as institutions that drive this separation, universi-
ties may also be the ones to eliminate this separation,
and lead the way towards convergence of knowledge.
The International Islamic University of Malaysia (IIlUM) is
poised to take on such a role (Dzulkifli, 2019).

The conventional model of universities is
to compartmentalise bodies of knowledge
into different faculties or departments

universities may be the ones to lead the way towards
integrating knowledge. The International Islamic Uni-
versity Malaysia (IIlUM) is poised to take on such a role.

Established in the modern-day conventional model of
a university offering subjects across the board, albeit
with the underlying philosophical framework of tawhid
(“oneness”), IIUM is embarking on an ambitious project
to integrate the different bodies of knowledge in a more
formal and organised form - called “shared platforms,”
an experimental amalgamation of various fields of study.
This chapter will discuss the tetrahedron model of the
shared platform in general, followed by an explanation
of the four specific platforms. Although the shared
platform is seen as one possible manifestation of the
tawhidic epistemology of knowledge, the concepts can
easily be adapted to other universities subscribing to
different philosophical approaches.

Introduction

The debate on whether to integrate or divide the many
branches of knowledge, in particular science, technol-
ogy and humanities, has been going on for centuries.
The epistemological discussion of knowledge aside, this
chapter will look in depth at the institutional role of uni-
versities. One might argue that universities are the most
liable party for the existing divide. The conventional
model of universities is to compartmentalise bodies of
knowledge into different faculties or departments.

Established in the conventional model of a university, with
all the different areas of studies including humanities,
science and technology parked under separate faculties,
[IUM has embarked on an institution-wide initiative to
integrate the different bodies of knowledge into a more
formal and organised form — termed “shared platforms.”

The ideal of a converged body of knowledge is not alien
to HUM. In fact, it is the underlying philosophical frame-
work of the university’s education system. As stated in the
Code, viz., “the spirit behind this recognition of Allah as
the Lord of the World (Rabbal-alamin) represents the apex
in the hierarchy of knowledge. All disciplines of knowl-
edge should lead towards being subservient to this truth.”
(lUM Code of Ethics p. 4). It is often referred to as the
tawhidic perspective of knowledge, namely, the source
of Knowledge is one, and as the branches of knowledge
increase, the responsibility of each branch is to converge
back to the original source of that Knowledge.

1. Tawhidic perspective. The core of Islamic belief is the Oneness
of God (Allah), the Creator of all, not just of things physical, but
the source of knowledge (Quran 2:31). Subsumed under this is the
idea that as the Creator, only Allah deserves to be worshipped,
and that all our actions are to move us towards knowing more
about Allah so as to better fulfil our intended duties as the
vicegerent of the earth (Quran 2:30). Hence it is incumbent upon
believers to seek knowledge.
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Integration has therefore always been an integral part
of the University’s existence, if not perhaps the raison
detre of its establishment (Mohd Kamal Hassan 2019).
One of the earliest and biggest faculties (known as
kulliyyah) at the university in terms of number of stu-
dents, staff and programmes is the Kulliyyah of Islamic
Revealed Knowledge and Human Sciences. At other
universities in Malaysia, these two areas of studies —
Islamic Studies and Social Science — would have been
placed separately. IlUM, however, chose from its incep-
tion to integrate them in one faculty to emphasise the
convergence of knowledge. Another concerted effort
towards integration is to combine each academic pro-
gramme with the Islamic aspects of the respective
curriculum. Moving forward, the “shared platform” con-
cepts are being introduced.

So why the need for a shared platform framework?
As novel as the strategies described above are for
interpreting 1lUM’s philosophy in an otherwise con-
ventional university, the fact remained that in all other
disciplines not described above, and except for the
use of English as its main medium of instruction, IUM
very much resembles any other university in Malaysia.
Over the years, these areas of studies have remained
highly isolated from each other. On the contrary, while
at some universities the basic health sciences subjects
(anatomy, physiology, microbiology etc.) are taught by
one department and attended by students from differ-
ent programmes such as Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing,
Pharmacy etc., learning together in the same classes,
at lIlUM this is not the case. The practice of integration
seems to be limited to within each academic pro-
gramme, and resources (human, physical, financial
etc.) are not shared or integrated in compliance with
the relevant Code as mentioned above. The philosophy
is there, some implementations are visible, but it is not
enough. Hence the Shared Platforms Initiative.

Shared Platforms
as an Approach
to Fostering Integration

The IlUM’s shared platforms are materialised via the
Tetrahedron Model where four platforms are inter-con-
nected with each other on all sides. The Model
emphasises the idea of connectivity, collaboration and
communication — all of which are essential elements for
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achieving full integration. Although someone may be
identified as being in one of the four shared platforms,
that person continues to be able to tap into ideas and
knowledge from the other platforms and work with their
members. Instead of territoriality towards one’s area
of expertise, the push is now towards inclusivity and
partnership — that is, no-one at the university is con-
strained to their own fields only, but instead everyone
is actively engaged with each other in various academ-
ic pursuits. Experts from different areas work together
towards achieving a fully informed perspective on all
issues, covering both breadth and depth as part of life-
long learning. In essence, this reflects the earlier state
of scholarship in the more than seven centuries of the
Islamic Golden Age, represented by scholars such as
Ibn Sina (Avicenna) and Al Khindi. They were polymaths
who led in many fields, the scientific, humanities and
the religious, for they truly embraced the unity of knowl-
edge originating from a single Source i.e., the Creator.

In this exercise, IIlUM has identified four (4) shared plat-
forms — human and social transformation, spirituality and
post-material studies, technology and cyber-physical
space, and sustainability and life sciences to collectively
reflect the emerging frontiers of knowledge.

The Tetrahedron
Model Concepts

Human and social transformation is the base of the
Tetrahedron Model, being the ultimate pursuit of
knowledge at [IlUM. The pursuit and dissemination
of knowledge and skills, whether via academic pro-
grammes, research, consultation or public discourses,
should serve to benefit humankind, as befits the
concept of rahmatan lil-alamin (mercy to the worlds).
When the tetrahedron is unpacked, this platform is
positioned in the middle i.e., structurally representing
the base of the tetrahedron. It is thus directly linked to
all the other faces of the tetrahedron, making up the
three (3) remaining platforms. As such, the platforms
should tap into the expertise of the rest in order to
help anchor their activities in meeting higher global
aspirations as expressed by rahmatan lil-alamin. The
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Figure 1. Tetrahedron model

Technology &
Cyberphisical Spaces

Human and Social
Transformation
(Rahmatan
lil-alamin)

Spirituality & Sustainability &
Post-Materialist Study Life-Sciences

overarching implication of this is that the experts within
this platform should also challenge themselves to be
multi-disciplinary, if not transdisciplinary. The aim is for
people to become aware of our common humanity (and
destiny) so that positive social transformations may be
brought into society - not confined just to Muslims but
to the entire human community in consonance with the
IITUM Code of Ethics.

Humans are essentially biological beings. Regardless
of levels of civilisation, the core biological aspect of
humans remains the same, if not identical. Togeth-
er with other life forms, they inhabit the Earth, which
needs to sustain itself given the increasing demands
placed on it, mainly by humans. Hence, with a deeper
understanding of these aspects, the need to be biolog-
ically aware is pertinent in order to improve our quality
of life. For example, understanding how parasites work
may help contain the diseases they bring and promote
quality of life. However, simply understanding the phys-
iological aspects of humans, animals, and plants is not
enough. Discoveries in these fields need to be interpret-
ed in light of human nature, both at the individual and
societal levels, to bring about more meaningful transfor-
mation as envisaged by the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (2016-2030) and therefore raising
the quality of life. Hence, the urgency of a shared plat-
form between sustainability and life sciences.

At the same time, the world is moving at a rapid pace,
much of which is attributed to the advances in tech-
nology. IIlUM is cognisant of this and intends to muster
and lead the advances in technology, not for the sake of
technology per se, but to “humanise” it for the greater

Technology &
Cyberphisical Spaces

Spirituality & Sustainability &
Post Materialist Study Life-Sciences

Human and Social
Transformation

benefit of humanity, and not the other way round. This
is manifested through the third shared platform i.e.,
technology and cyber-physical space. When expertise
is shared across platforms, “disruptive” technologies
that essentially “disrupt” those who are less aware and
prepared can be mitigated, if not eliminated by tapping
into the knowledge and expertise gained from the other
platforms. The IIlUM community strives to be more
aware and prepared by leveraging on the tetrahedron
model and concepts to facilitate knowledge transfer,
among other things. Biomimicry is one such example
of how nature informs - not just inspires - technology
leading to more sustainable solutions and initiatives in
transforming society.

As a university rooted on tawhidic principles, [lUM
chooses not to become apologetic in this era of Islam-
ophobia. Instead, the Islamophobia making its way
around the globe should be a catalyst for the Univer-
sity to become more visible, making the Muslim voice
heard through the championing of societal and global
issues, affecting humanity, not just Muslims. To achieve
this, those who are academically committed need
to not only be highly versed in the Islamic tradition
of knowledge, but equally able to use and apply that
knowledge and further inform the future. Hence the
final shared platform - spirituality and post-materialist
study. This speaks to the notion of rediscovering the
lost soul of universities, which may be their academic
essence (e.g., Mallard 2002; Moore 2005), or may be
their humanizing and human elements (e.g., Dong &
Yi 2014; Musick et. al. 2002), and in IIlUM’s case, both
(Mohd Kamal Hassan 2019).
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In short, the shared platform initiatives are the basis
for more organised collaboration and integration.

At the same time, they are creating not just new areas
of knowledge, but more importantly a new working
culture and relationship, and partnering that is integrat-
ed and holistic, providing solutions to humankind on a
seamless journey towards the humanisation of educa-
tion (Insan Sejahtera).

The Initial
Implementation Phase

A change that is wide-ranging, using an institution-wide
approach such as this, should not be implemented in
one fell swoop and as atop-down didactic move. Change
management has to be properly deployed. Hence
although the idea germinated from the leadership, the
torch has to be passed to and continued to be nurtured
by everyone at the university in a collective bottom-up
manner. The initiative thus began with a series of dia-
logues to open up a path towards an institution-wide
paradigm shift, spear-headed by the top leadership
of the University. Once the idea was well understood
and accepted; and began to take shape in the minds
of the IIlUM community, a university-wide survey was
undertaken for everyone to express their interest and
commitment. Those who were keen were asked about
the level of participation they wished to engage in
during this initial phase - whether they wished to be
participants, researchers or champions. This self-iden-
tification of champions is a core aspect of facilitating
a more organised shared platform. They are the ones
tasked with leading activities and projects that will
move the shared platforms from the realm of concep-
tualisation to a crystallised and pragmatic form that will
then gear the entire University to engage with and com-
plement each other. This university-wide engagement
is expected to be a manifestation of the convergence of
knowledge as envisioned in its philosophy. The various
activities may include dialogues, projects, colloquia
and other activities deemed fit to move from a mul-
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ti-disciplinary towards a trans-disciplinary approach.
Some develop into “flagship” programmes that clearly
live up to the university’s expectations as they can also
converge with global agendas like the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals or Education 2030.
Examples are the emergence of the River of Life (

) and Jungle School (

) programmes, which are expected
to further spearhead new and more integrated areas
of study using the shared platform. This will make lUM
more engaged, socially responsible and relevant locally,
nationally and even globally.

In its most extreme form, the fluidity as well as mobility of
staff will be heightened, such that academics are no longer
bound to one particular domain related to the kulliyyah.
One foresees academics working not just with academics
from other departments, or different universities for that
matter, but students too. This will require major structural
changes to be aligned with the adopted strategy, followed
by change in major policies to institutionalise the transfor-
mation. [IUM is committed to this agenda. Some of these
include close collaboration between the parties involved,
internally and externally, which must be democratic and
equitable (as in SDG 17) in search of a common solution
taking into account the needs, values and context of the
parties involved, which means relevance is as important
locally as it is globally. However, the former is always
treated with less importance than the latter, especially
when a dominant (western-centric) partner is involved.
This approach in turn redefined research as “responsible,”
encompassing elements of “public engagement”, “open
access” and “ethics and governance,” at the very least.
Each enhances the meaning and depth of “collaboration”
whereby members of the public and community are part-
ners to be engaged throughout the research process from
start to end, thus keeping them informed and consulted
all the time, making peer-reviewed “open access” an
imperative. It further strengthens the notion of integration
and partnership across the board. Last but not least, the
principles of ethics and governance are deemed essential
to ensure that the collaborative work remains transparent
and thus accessible, so that the outcome and impact can
bring about peaceful, harmonious and just solutions as
emphasised in SDG 16.


http://jungleschoolgombak.com
http://jungleschoolgombak.com
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Case Study — Humanising Higher Education:
Transforming the Co-Curriculum as the
Core-Curriculum at the International Islamic
University Malaysia (IIlUM)

Zainal Abidin Sanusi

Formal university curricula are getting more complex
and diverse as the world’s issues are getting more com-
plicated and interlinked. In responding to this demand,
some subjects have become so specific and techni-
cal that they may have neglected the purpose of their
knowledge to society. In some cases, subjects are highly
commercially driven and minimal attention is given to
the values that they need to inculcate. Transformation is
needed to humanise the curriculum and bring back the
original purpose of universities and education.

At the same time, the informal curriculum, also called
the co-curriculum, has been the platform to com-
plement core disciplinary subjects and inculcate all
the soft skills. But these co-curriculum activities are
somehow structured and executed with less signifi-
cance and loose institutional support, rendering these
activities less impactful. However, with the increased
complexity of issues, the need for soft skills is receiv-
ing more dynamic attention, as systems thinking,
transdisciplinary cognitive skills, leadership skills and
communication skills are becoming more critical than
cognitive and technical ones. Hence they should be at
the core of education, and not a co-learning process.
Unfortunately, these skills are not taught in the core
curriculum and not easily acquired in classroom or lab-
oratory environments. It is therefore beyond imperative
that the role of the co-curriculum as part of the core
education process should be strengthened. It is for pur-
poses of such a change that IIUM is gradually shifting its
role towards structurally balancing inputs and process-
es to ensure not only pure academic excellence among
graduates but also, and equally if not more importantly,
holistic excellence.

The IIlUM’s objective is to redefine the concept of edu-
cation practiced in a liberal and secular environment
by integrating Islamic revealed knowledge (knowledge
directly based on the Holy Quran and teachings and
practices of the Prophet) and human science (derivative
and interpretive cognitive skills). It aspires to produce
better quality intellectuals and good character to serve as
agents of comprehensive and balanced progress as well
as sustainable development in Malaysia and the world.

Specifically, IUM has put forward three transforma-
tional programmes for this purpose. The first initiative
is focused on creating an ummatic worldview. Ummah
is an Arabic word literally defined as ‘community’
which technically implies a perspective that is based
on concern towards the five pillars of human exist-
ence - people, planet, partnership, prosperity and
peace, that sees every human being as a member of
the ummah. The ummatic perspective sees all human
beings as one group of global citizens coming from
diverse backgrounds, ancestry, locations and nation-
alities. In alignment with the spirit and concept of
sustainable development, the ummatic worldview
emphasises an intergenerational perspective whereby
this earth should be perceived as a trust to be taken
care of and pass on to the next generation in the
same condition as, if not better than, we received
it. In order to build this worldview among students,
several subjects are made compulsory, which can be
grouped into two levels -Ministry of Education required
courses and university required courses. The ministry
required courses that are compulsory for every univer-
sity student in Malaysia focus on preparing the young
generation for a nation-building process, especially in
terms of social-cultural sustainability. Meanwhile, the
university required courses are Ethics and Figh (Islamic
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Jurisprudence) and Islamic Worldview, Knowledge and
Civilization. What is unique about these two courses is,
in contrast to normal classroom lectures, it is part and
parcel for them to feature direct engagement with the
community to apply and reflect upon the knowledge
acquired from the classroom setting. The subject is
as theoretical as it sounds, but engagement with the
community brings in the fundamental understanding
needed for the student to truly appreciate community
needs. This makes the subject very ‘head-on’ (intellec-
tual component), ‘hands-on’ (practical component),
‘heart-on’ (affection component) and ‘content-on’ (tech-
nical component). Through this approach, the students
are not only grounded in strong theoretical understand-
ing but tested with realities from societal life.

The second initiative towards integrating the co-curric-
ulum as a core education process is known as ‘usrah’,
which is literally defined as ‘family’ (the activity is formal-
ly known as halagah, which linguistically means ‘circle’.
An usrah is often a religious gathering or a conventional
study circle. However, at IIlUM, halagah is structured as
the main co-curriculum activity addressing contem-
porary issues, especially those related to sustainable
development, in a very dynamic way. Being an Islamic
university, fundamental knowledge is inevitably based
on Islamic teaching and aims at strengthening the
spiritual foundation of the students. In contrast to the
conservative approach of religious discourse, halagah
is designed to link the fundamental teaching of Islam
with society’s current needs. It serves as a dynamic and
progressive learning community. One example is the
issue of poverty eradication and Islamic teaching about
it and ways to solve it on the ground. All students must
register to join a halagah in 4 of their 6 semesters at
university. Usrah is not only compulsory for all students
but also a graduation requirement, thus emphasising
the importance of knowledge and action, university and
community. Each usrah consists of 20 students from
different disciplines to ensure exchange of ideas across
different schools of thought and promote diversity
among the members. The usrah has four different levels.
Level 1 discusses fundamental knowledge on Islam and
spiritual aspects and the following levels focus on its
application, including project planning, culminating
at Level 4 with execution of the project. This project is
not only intended to give communal services but is also
designed to empower the community economically or
socially. Through the integrated core and co-curriculum,
the students will find continuity and coherency in their
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learning processes, which is a highly critical condition
for an impactful education.

The third initiative is a university-wide approach to
humanizing student learning experiences whereby
the research process, teaching and learning journey,
and community engagement activities, are structur-
ally linked. The university has 29 projects designed to
contribute to the SDGs, thus transcending its bounda-
ries. While all students are required to do research for
their degree, the projects must be directly or indirectly
linked to the 29 projects. The same applies to the com-
munity engagement projects and teaching and learning
process. In doing so, it is hoped that the whole univer-
sity will integrate its spectrum of knowledge, and that
such connectivity can break the perception of it being
an ivory tower. With this system, IIlUM hopes to nurture
balanced and holistic students.
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This report was not produced in abstract form, but has
instead raised questions in the real context of higher
education in the world. We did not want to perform a
speculative exercise on what the relationship between
the humanities, science and technology should be in
the ideal world, but instead we have addressed active
members of the academic, cultural and institutional
community around the world to find out what is hap-
pening, what changes they perceive, what their limits
are and what their potentialities are. What synergies are
occurring? Which are not occurring? Why not? Which
views do we share and which are driving us apart?
What initiatives are being experienced? And what rec-
ommendations, proposals and good practices can we
share at this early stage of the 215t century so that all
these words do not end up being no more than good
intentions?

A report like this, produced over two years of dialogue
with colleagues in as many countries and disciplines
as we have been able to bring together, is not about
self-congratulation. In fact, it is quite the opposite. It
needs to serve as the springboard towards the demand
and desire for change that most of us participants share.
We have found that when asked about the role of the
humanities in the context of current changes, everyone
has good things to say. From politicians, to technicians,
regulators, academics from different fields and financi-
ers, everyone is convinced that humanistic education
and cultural experience are key factors for a more digni-
fied, fairer and more democratic society. The problem is
that the reality of the education and research system is far
removed from these good intentions. Specific decisions
in terms of funding, salaries, teaching hours and social
assessment of the humanities and culture are sending
out a contrasting message: that the humanities are dis-
pensable and a complement, even an ornament. We have
produced this report from the conviction that this situa-
tion must be changed both in theory and in practice and
that there are important reasons for doing so. This report
should therefore be viewed as the open expression of a
commitment shared by many different voices.

The reasons for these changes that we want to help to
promote relate to the biggest challenges and changes of
our time. We have arranged these into three core areas:

1.

Editors’ Conclusions and Recommendations

those that have to do with environmental and climatic
issues, which put our relationship as human beings with
all other living beings and resources on the planet in
crisis, and which are calling for a reappraisal of the very
conditions for life (habitability, survival and diversity),

those that have to do with scientific and technologi-
cal changes, which are presenting new possibilities in
terms of robotics, artificial intelligence and big data, as
well as developments that are still hard to imagine in
the fields of biomedicine and life sciences, and

those derived from the cultural changes in a world where
the West and patriarchy are no longer the sole hegem-
ony, as we shift away from the Eurocentric, chauvinistic
paradigm that has prevailed among mankind until now.

These are not three separate sets of questions. Rather,
all three overlap as we redefine the boundaries of a way
of understanding civilisation that has been based on
the continuous and unlimited spread of its power, its
dominion and its ideas for the future. As a global world,
we are experiencing the limits of a finite planet and of
a mortal species, we humans, who are the cause of the
widespread threat to our own living conditions, together
with those of other living beings and ecosystems on this
planet. It is not that the planet is too small for our aspira-
tions. The planet is neither big nor small, it is what it is.
What we may need to reconsider is our aspirations, their
meaning and their consequences, as well as the way in
which these aspirations are to be put into practice.

We have learned, throughout the modern era, progress
does not work as a straight line along which we advance
in stages. The path we are taking is full of potholes and
new abysses that we ourselves are causing. Society
as a whole is participating in this process, albeit with
different privileges and responsibilities. We could try
to draw a general map of these interactions, but what
interests us is to understand what role and responsibili-
ty the world’s higher education system has to play when
it comes to contributing to a better appraisal of human-
kind’s hopes and expectations.



Editors’ Conclusions and Recommendations

General considerations

We are not interested in the question about how the
humanities should be adapted or modernised on the
basis of scientific or technological changes. There is a
very large market of ‘new humanities’ that only seem
to add apparently innovative adjectives to a legacy that
they do not question. This report takes a different point
of view: we want to focus on the need to think together,
from all areas of knowledge, about the shared prob-
lems of our time. What role can the humanities play in
this common challenge? This is not only a question for
humanists. The different sciences and different tech-
nological practices also have a vision of the world that
they transmit and often impose through institutions and
the market. So, it is a question that we all have to ask
together. And ‘all together’ also means from the differ-
ent levels and responsibilities of the university system,
from senior governors to students, scholars, assistants
and users, who are increasingly more diverse, fleeting
and unstable.

Thinking together about the relationship between the
different fields and practices of knowledge and the
specific situation of the humanities within the context
of current changes has led us to question the higher
education system as a whole. And although it is beyond
the scope of this report, this also means the education
system all the way up from elementary, primary and
secondary education, for they are the foundations for
higher education, which to a large extent conditions
what they do. The shared questioning that has come
out of this report has led to three general considera-
tions that we would like to emphasise:

First of all, that in most of the opinions we have gathered,
the humanities are no longer viewed only as a series of
disciplines but as a way of addressing and understand-
ing human experience in all its manifestations. Their
existence and focus conditions the conception of the
general paradigm of knowledge that we are develop-
ing in other areas and disciplines of knowledge. So, it
is not a case of working out how we can keep a place
for subjects like literature, history, philosophy, art and
so forth, but of how we can guarantee and accompany
sufficiently consistent education in all these fields, and
how this can have an impact on the knowledge system
as a whole.

This means, secondly, that the question about the place
of the humanities in the system has led us to the need
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to rethink everything. This means that the report, as a
whole, may sometimes have too abstract or general a
tone. We should make it clear that this is not because
we have avoided being too specific, but because the
specific problems we face today have to do with the
rules of play that are determining the global higher edu-
cation system as a whole. Changing just one part is the
start of changing everything.

Thirdly, despite the differences in local political, cultur-
al, economic and other contexts, the higher education
system appears to be far more similar around the world
than we thought, both in terms of its problems and of
the solutions being tested. This is something we have
perceived as the different contributions arrived and
that it is reaffirmed when the full report is read, to quite
a startling extent. This speaks to us of a system that
despite being institutionally heterogeneous, nation-
ally diverse and economically very unequal is today a
global system where changes spread very quickly and
have an immediate effect on the specific ways that each
place works. The danger of this is that any trend soon
becomes strong and apparently irreversible. The pos-
itive side of this is that if we properly coordinate the
focus of critical debate and its follow-up, then the drive
for major change will also catch on quickly. We hope
this report will help to do that.

GUNi decided to make this desire to put everyone on
the same page to be its first stance, and entrusted the
coordination of the book to three people from differ-
ent fields and backgrounds: a biologist, a philosopher
and an engineer. The personal and professional rela-
tionship between these three coordinators throughout
the period in which the report was being put together
was in itself an unusual experiment given the way the
university system usually works. There are commissions
that involve representatives of different disciplines, but
each of these is usually only there to represent their
own area and play their own separate part. In this case,
the challenge was to generate an integrative shared
framework and formulate the questions together from
the beginning, bringing together languages that are not
always easy to share, and also receiving the responses
together, as well as proposals made by the members of
the international editorial committee and the contribut-
ing authors to the report.

After two years of collective effort, this final document
collects some of the most important conclusions that
we have reached. They are not a complete summary
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of the report. What we present hereinafter is a rea-
soned sequence of some of the ideas that we want
to put forward as a starting point for later studies, as
thought-provoking material for readers and, above all,
to contribute to the debate and the transformation of a
higher education system that must not shirk its present
and future responsibilities. We have grouped the con-
clusions around the following questions:

What education?
What knowledge?
What humanism?
What research?
What impact?
What institutions?
What equality?
What professions?

What ethics?

What education?

C1.

C2.

Education means access to a dignified life for every-
one and for society as a whole. We need to distinguish
between education for instruction and for training. Edu-
cation does not aim to create people who are able to
function better, but people who are aware of their place
in the world and their relationships with others and with
the environment. This is the only way that can we speak
of true skills that contribute to higher levels of both per-
sonal and collective freedom and dignity.

The education system has increasingly focused on
the training of skilled professionals. This tendency
becomes clearer as we advance through the education
process, from primary school to higher education. The
entire education system needs to be rectified in order
to reliably promote the principle whereby education is
a right and a common good. UNESCO's Rethinking edu-
cation: towards a global common good? (2015) report,
published as part of the debate on sustainable devel-
opment and the Post-2015 Agenda, defends this new
humanist view of education and the need to overcome
“dichotomies between cognitive, emotional and ethical

1. http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/FIELD/
Cairo/images/RethinkingEducation.pdf

C3.

CA4.

C5.

aspects” and “promote awareness of and a sense of
responsibility for others” (UNESCO, 2015).

Education involves the entire education system, from
the first years and throughout life. We stress the impor-
tance of a general base and the cross-cutting presence
of the humanities in all areas and levels of education. We
cannot advance with the production of more cross-cut-
ting knowledge if from the outset we are learning each
subject in such a segmented, disciplinary and self-refer-
ential way. Integration of the fields of knowledge begins
with a good basic education that offers the chance to
move freely between different problems and languag-
es, and to use them in an interdisciplinary manner in
order to solve all kinds of questions or problems. The
humanities are not just a part of the education curric-
ulum. Instead, they are an important part of the basic
ability to relate the meaning of the different learning
experiences that we will have throughout our lives.

Similarly, several contributions have highlighted the
importance of artistic education in all areas of knowl-
edge, including within university courses and even
research. Artistic education does not mean general
culture about the history of art or more access to cultur-
al products or events. It means learning to be actively
aware of the methodologies of creation and research
that contemporary artistic practices can contribute to
all areas of knowledge.

Education right now is highly focused on methodolog-
ical innovation in the classroom, although this has not
reached all higher education institutions. A recurring
argument in the different articles is that such changes
are necessary in order for them to truly respond to the
challenges of our time. A lot of innovation merely con-
sists of the uncritical incorporation of new technologies,
which do not always satisfy true educational interests,
but rather the interests of the corporations that promote
them. It is clear, from all points of view, the university
system needs to think hard about the way it teaches and
how people should be educated in the world today. And
this question will not be answered by making changes
to teaching dynamics and channels. We need to diver-
sify the spaces and types of learning at university while
creating environments that ‘conjoin’ perspectives,
both inside and outside of higher education institution.
Higher education institutions must also encourage a
critical and analytical spirit among professionals and cit-
izens, and skills based on the four pillars of education:

learning to know, to do, to be and to live together.


http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/FIELD/Cairo/images/RethinkingEducation.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/FIELD/Cairo/images/RethinkingEducation.pdf

Cé.

Editors’ Conclusions and Recommendations

Regarding universities and education there is a shared
concern in many parts of the world about the loss of
value and recognition of teaching within the higher
education system. The notion of an ‘academic’ today
privileges those people who work in research, which is
the most valued activity. Meanwhile, the role of teach-
ers has become instable and is the lowest of functions.
Universities hence face the paradox of being education
institutions in which teaching is increasingly less valued
and where the value attached to researchers has left
the relevance of teaching in the shadows in terms of the
creation of quality knowledge.

What knowledge?

C7. Knowledgeis not neutral content, but the ever-changing

Cs.

Co.

result of a set of practices that produce certain visions
of the world and of ourselves, and which therefore con-
dition the direction taken by new knowledge and views
of the world. Talking about knowledge is talking about
these practices, their complexity, their prejudices, their
power relations and their consequence. So, a criti-
cal approach to the historical past is also essential in
order to understand the events and contexts that have
brought us to where we are.

Knowledge is therefore not the result of a single point
of view or a privileged vantage point. Higher education
institutions cannot be that either, nor aspire to neutrali-
ty. One of the clearest views among the contributions to
this report is the defence of epistemological plurality in
all fields, including those of science and technology. This
means, first, a historical review of how certain hegemon-
ic conceptions of knowledge have been reached on the
basis of the dominance of the West and patriarchy on all
the cultures and populations of the world. Defence of epis-
temological pluralism, secondly, means welcoming it and
putting it into practice within the higher education system
by opening it up to inclusive paradigms of knowledge.
This implies not only studying the cultures of others (other
ethnicities, cultures, genders and social classes) but con-
sidering them from reciprocity and from their legitimacy.

One of the most serious problems faced by the current
hegemonic system of knowledge is hyper-specialisa-
tion and its effects on our experience and conception
of the world and of ourselves. We need to distinguish
between necessary specialisation and banal special-
isation, guarantee good basic education in all fields,
and work towards more holistic perspectives and the

C10.

C1.

C12.

C13.
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convergence of knowledge. It is not easy to strike a
balance between these two dimensions and everyone
cannot know everything. The important thing is to work
on shared visions and practices that mediate between
procedures, infrastructures and

languages, goals,

assessment systems.

Dualisms are the foundations of modern Western culture
and the knowledge system has been organised on the
basis of two oppositions: the science/arts opposition
and the theory/practice opposition. Learning to think
about common problems and integrate thoughtful,
resolute, speculative and transformative approaches
involves overcoming these two dualisms.

We are living in a knowledge society where there
is alarmingly growth in resistance to knowledge,
contempt for analysis and certainty and deliberate pro-
duction of confusion and ignorance as a way to control
public opinion, even among the most educated. We
need to develop strategies that contribute to affirmative
yet also pensive and critical knowledge. Confidence in
knowledge can only grow if it is exposed to shared and
open criticism, from calculated reasoning.

In this knowledge society, higher education institutions
no longer hold the monopoly on the creation and dis-
semination of knowledge, which is increasingly more
widely distributed. HEIs will have a greater role in teach-
ing critical and analytical skills to citizens and future
professionals, as well as developing, complementing
and disseminating knowledge in close collaboration
with other parties (organisations, institutions, com-
panies, administration, civil society and the students
themselves).

Many of the articles indicate that interesting crosso-
vers between disciplines are already happening, driven
by the possibility of answering old questions with new
technologies. It is not just about having new tools, but
about the way these new tools change our percep-
tion and concept of what we are studying. This is the
case, for example, with the current crossover between
archaeology and biology (archaeo-genetics), which is
generating a new idea of our past. We need to move
forward with the creation of multidisciplinary work
teams that really do have the capacity to work togeth-
er, something that courses are not doing very often at
present, and where there is a particular lack of input
from the humanities.
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The knowledge economy is as extractivist as the other
areas of the capitalist economy. Cognitive extractivism
is focused today on data mining, following on from other
forms of knowledge extraction (biopiracy, unfair south-
north transfer, seizure of ancestral knowledge and so
on). We need to work on developing a social knowledge
economy that responds in a complex and coordinated
fashion to the principle that knowledge is a common
good, as well as on forms of exchange, appraisal,
ownership and institutionality that are consistent with
this principle. Experiences with intellectual property,
commons and open forms of socialising knowledge are
manifold and in recent decades have been reflected in
many both practical and theoretical proposals that the
university system has kept at a distance from its deci-
sion-making and assessment centres. Many members
of academic communities are now calling for serious
attention and responses to this challenge.

We cannot speak of knowledge if it is not capable of
generating meaning. Knowledge is that set of relation-
ships that allow us to make a significant experience out
of our environment, respond to it and transform it. Such
interpretation of experiences should not be confused
with processing of information. All knowledge needs a
context and certain tools in order to be interpreted. So,
the humanities or a humanistic and social approach to
science and technology are fundamental.

What humanism?

C16.

C17.

The humanities often speak in the name of human expe-
rience and give it an ever open and changing meaning.
They are shaped with a view to answering the question
“Who are we?” There is no single ‘we’, nor is it homo-
geneous. Every collective subject that says ‘we’ (be
that a scientific community, an institution, a group, a
nation, users of a particular technology, or whatever) is
a complex, heterogeneous reality in which tensions and
antagonisms are crossed. The sciences and different
technological practices must also ask this question and
open up their inner tensions, since science and tech-
nology are not homogeneous either, and nor do they
speak for the same ‘we’.

Modern humanism had put the ideal of manin on a higher
plane than other living beings, and anthropocentrism
has also placed the human race in an exceptional and
superior position over other animals. Both humanism and
anthropocentrism are based, moreover, on a rigid dis-

tinction between the human and non-human worlds, be
that the natural world or the artificial world (the human
being as something separate and superior with respect
to nature and things). At present, science and technolo-
gy, philosophical thinking and contemporary humanities
are all working towards a review of the links between
human and non-human, natural and artificial. This is
happening in studies of the brain and intelligence, in the
field of life sciences and in the development of technol-
ogies that are blurring the boundaries between these
‘kingdoms’. The meaning of this re-encounter between
man and nature, and between nature and culture, is not
clear, hence the relevance of the debates in Post-hu-
manism and Trans-humanism. The developments could
be dangerous and dogmatic, of a neo-authoritarian
and technocratic nature, or the opposite could occur,
whereby an opportunity will arise for us to re-connect
reciprocally and integrally with that which was previ-
ously separate and hierarchized. The conclusion here is
that the debate on these issues must be shared by all the
agents involved, in a theoretical and practical manner.

What research?

C18. There is a very widespread desire for implicated and com-

mitted research. Research systems have often created very
closed circuits of citations and self-reference, which ulti-
mately make the research system (projects, publications,
impacts and so forth) self-fulfilling and unaccountable
to society and bereft of any duty to share the problems
that it works on with the affected groups and contexts.
Recent developments have included, among others, the
concept of Responsible Innovation and Research (Euro-
pean Commission) to better align the research process
and its results with the values, needs and expectations
of modern society in accordance with criteria based on
ethics, equality and participation. In this regard, there
has been an increase in the concepts and practices of
citizen science, co-creation and participatory research,
which seek to encourage a variety of actors to engage
in the research process. However, the system in general
is far from embracing these changes and academics
often have a dual agenda when it comes to getting their
knowledge and research practices to reach beyond the
most research-producing circuit. Different ways of creat-
ing and valuing this implication need to be devised, from
the humility of being aware that the most decisive social
changes do not come from academia, which must there-
fore learn to receive, listen and accompany.
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Editors’ Conclusions and Recommendations

One of the problems with the segmentation of research
is that the basic academic architecture still operates by
faculties and departments for all purposes and huge
efforts are required in order to overcome these divi-
sions (management of staff, projects, funds and so on).
There is an indispensable need to set up cross-cutting
research centres, organised around problems more
than disciplines and connected with local and interna-
tional contexts.

Research methods are also far too standardised. Such
rigid assessment procedures make it very difficult to
experiment with more creative research and take risks.
This is a problem that affects all areas of knowledge, so
it is another challenge that we can confront together.
It would be interesting to incorporate methodologies
that have been employed of late in less formal environ-
ments, such as the worlds of arts, social activism and
education, and which promote reciprocity, research-ac-
tion and bottom-up dynamics.

Research has serious communication problems. Who
is researched for and how is research reported? Com-
munication is not easy, not even within the academic
system itself, as it is hard for research to be passed from
one field to another. Congresses and publications are
aimed at extremely closed communities around the
same disciplines and specialisations. We need to create
other channels to report and share research that, while
maintaining the same level of rigor and demands, is
expressed in a more accessible language to specialists
in other fields, thus creating more cross-cutting con-
texts of exchange.

Along similar lines to the previous conclusion, research
needs to be transparent and accessible to society.
Some universities and institutions are already com-
mitted to the shift towards open science but, as some
of the contributions to the report point out, we must
ensure that these ideas are more than a mere state-
ment of good intentions and are instead plans for real
change on a number of decision-making levels and that
will have an effect on the way research is evaluated
and funded. There is also abundant (and good quality)
research that is done outside of higher education insti-
tutions or research centres, in high level science and
technology companies. This implies the need to estab-
lish stable and even ‘regulated’ ties between the two
worlds to enable permeability, reciprocity, trust and
fair play, all based on a more holistic view of public and
private research in universities and companies.

C23.
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One of the biggest difficulties when it comes to gen-
erating a more dynamic relationship between the
humanities and other scientific and technological prac-
tices is the issue of research funding. There are major
differences between the procedures, budgets, and
public and private organisations that are interested in
funding research and they operate within highly dispro-
portionate budget brackets. If we are to shift the focus
towards committed, transparent and open research that
can create new spaces for debate between disciplines
and with society, we must also review the mechanisms
for its proper funding and prevent the humanities from
being relegated to a merely voluntary or decorative role
in any project that is considered important.

What impact?

C24.

C25.

C26.

Rankings culture has had a strong impact on the crisis
of the humanities in the current university system. This
competitive focus of the academic system has resulted
in a loss of appreciation of epistemological diversity and
a reorientation of humanistic research towards prod-
ucts that are comparable to those of the most valued
science (in English, based on data analysis and quickly
publishable in cited journals). Publication in specialised
journals as a key element for measuring research quality
is out of keeping with the pace and dynamics of human-
istic endeavour, where the ideas and contributions with
the greatest impact often occur outside the system of
specialised journals and in timeframes that can be very
slow and disjointed.

It is essential for research assessment systems to be
developed that are capable of gathering the effects of
experimental, creative, transparent and open research
in all of its diversity of expressions. Impact is not syn-
onymous with utility or performance. Impact is not a
place in a ranking. Impact is to generate appreciable
and necessary change in relation to shared problems,
contexts and needs. If the university system ignores
everything that does not generate value in a certain
and highly restricted way, then all these activities
depart the academic setting (for cultural institutions,
social entities, independent institutes, and so forth)
and it is the university itself that loses richness, diversi-
ty and relevance.

The main impact of the humanities is to link knowledge
to the existing society, to analyse and explain changes,
to raise and overcome problems and to interrelate differ-
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ent social components. They are therefore essential for
building communities and fostering mutual exchange.

What institutions?

C27.

C28.

C29.

Higher education institutions are institutions of knowl-
edge that play a key role in society’s development. The
way they are valued by administrations and by society
differs from one local context to another. But there is
a general tendency for them to be abused by admin-
istrations and disconnected from society’s interests.
Universities are public and/or public service institutions
and, as such, we must defend their social importance,
in their different institutional formats, and ensure that
that importance is respected in equal measure to their
responsibilities. This commitment is the condition by
which their value must be defended and, at the same
time, the excessively utilitarian tendency that universi-
ties have been suffering in recent years must be reverted.

The balance between university autonomy and account-
ability to society is not easy to achieve. Universities
need to have a sufficient level of autonomy in order to
do their work in the best possible conditions, but they
should also use this autonomy to meet the needs of
the societies in which they operate. This balance has
been increasingly tipped in recent years, along with a
crisis of academic freedom around the world, even in
‘consolidated’ democracies, where the authorities have
threatened to close institutions and restrict some areas
of knowledge. That is why we must reaffirm the demo-
cratic spirit and values of higher education, but always
under the umbrella of responsibility.

Universities cannot be closed environments. They need
to operate as ecosystems of relationships and as cultur-
al agents linked to their local and global contexts. They
must host, support and continue communities of prac-
tices associated to shared problems, for example by
fostering social innovation. This means demolishing the
new ivory towers and putting an end to self-replicating
complacency and moving towards porous, welcoming
and reciprocal forms of institutionality. The relation-
ship between the university and society has often been
reduced to a relationship between the (often public)
research system and its applications to the corporate
world. This university-society relationship needs to be
changed to include all those aspects that make this
bond a collective right, of non-university stakeholders
too, and ensure commitment to society as a whole.
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C30. Universities are also places of experience where the

C31.

C32.

C33.

body, sensitivity and coexistence of the people that
use them (the whole university community and its pro-
fessionals) can partake in a learning and knowledge
experience that affects and transforms their lives and
their surroundings. This means that university and
higher education centres in general have to be more
student-focused, following the path that has already
been taken at primary schools in many parts of the
world, and must reorient their activities, spaces and
dynamics towards a shared quest to find responses to
their challenges and concerns.

The organisation of universities around the world con-
tinues to be dominated by the departmental, faculty
structure, despite the exceptions and attempts at
change. Horizontal collaboration between departments
must be encouraged, by means of convergence strat-
egies based on intellectual cross-pollination between
peers. Rather than top-down changes to structures, it
is important to lay the bases for a conceptual and epis-
temological negotiation that is bottom-up and between
peers. This is how we can guarantee that the structural
changes to our universities are made on solid founda-
tions and have real effects on the ways that knowledge
and experience are produced.

Interdisciplinarity (or transdisciplinarity) also means
One
problem when it comes to a more humanistic approach

interinstitutionality (or transinstitutionality).
to science and technology as a whole is that at univer-
sities it is generally very difficult to forge organised and
on-going relations with other types institutions, despite
the existence of rare but highly successful experienc-
es. The humanities and the arts, on the other hand, are
deployed in a very wide range of institutions (museums,
theatres, libraries, cultural centres, small enterprises,
cultural and entertainment companies, and others). In
the context of the knowledge society, where knowledge
is increasingly distributed, universities viewed as rela-
tional ecosystems must learn to work in a streamlined
manner within the logic, timeframes and decisions of
other institutions.

The international community, led by the United Nations,
has pledged to work towards the 2030 Agenda and
the Sustainable Development Goals. Many universities
have adhered to these and are guiding their teaching,
research and functions in accordance with the goals.
This is an opportunity to position academic activity
in terms of cross-cutting commitment, based on real
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learning situations with inter-institutional and inter-dis-
ciplinary repercussions. However, we must ensure that
such commitment to the SDGs is more than a mere
statement of intent, as has been the case with previous
goals set by international organisations, but is instead a
path towards action.

In the framework of a global and interdependent world,
we need to strike a new deal between higher education
institutions and societies that takes into account the
dual nature of these institutions’” commitments to the
local needs of the societies in which they operate and
to global challenges. We must recognise that higher
education institutions are places where many and often
contradictory demands coincide. As set out in HEIWS,
the most appropriate approach involves an integra-
tive vision: “Universities need to be key institutions at
the regional level. They must seek to contribute to the
development of immediate society through teaching,
research and knowledge transfer, and involve them-
selves in establishing regional strategy in conjunction
with local authorities, social agents and civic represent-
atives. But they must also aspire to be globally engaged
institutions that educate open-minded, critical and
aware citizens, and whose research activity helps to
define global lines of action leading to a fair and sus-
tainable world” @,

What equality?

C35.

C36

Universities, as institutions, continue to have a serious
problem with the participation of women in positions of
senior responsibility and at the highest levels of deci-
sion. At a time when gender studies and equality plans
are being intensely developed in much of the world,
university governance structures also need to respond
the challenges raised by this turn in affairs.

The role and presence of women in the university system
has changed a lot in recent decades. In fact, studies tell
us that there are many women working in the universi-
ty system now and many female students are taking
courses that do not always get them as far as they could.
However, the presence of women is highly unbalanced
in different local contexts, by areas of knowledge and in
terms of status, decision and representation within the

2. Adapted from the introduction to the abridged version of
Higher Education in the World Report 6 - Towards a Socially
Responsible University: Balancing the Global with the Local. page
53 http://www.guninetwork.org/report/higher-education-world-6
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system. The further we delve into the hierarchical struc-
ture of the system, the fewer women we find. The barriers
to such promotion are mainly organisational and social,
and start to brew during childhood, through social refer-
ences that are often transmitted subconsciously.

The meaning of feminist struggles is no longer solely
about equal rights, salaries and recognition, but also
the need to readdress the relationship between life and
work, the value of caregiving and the value of a working
career. Many women could but do not want to carry on
the same life they have had until now and that many
of their male colleagues continue to have, while many
men are beginning to reappraise their own relationship
with the different spheres of personal and academic
life. The pursuit of effective equality today therefore
means reappraising the conditions of an academic
career, one’s relationship with life (which is not only
about balance with family life) and the sense of ambi-
tion. Change of to these mind-sets is also an academic
task in which all disciplines must be involved.

C38.There is no equality without social justice. Universi-

ties have historically oscillated between being elitist,
segregating institutions and becoming spaces for the
democratisation of knowledge and contributing to
greater equality and social justice. We currently per-
ceive a worrying new wave of segregation and elitism
among universities, with differences depending on
local contexts. In increasingly more complex and
unequal societies, universities committed to the task of
making a pensive, critical and emancipatory knowledge
system possible need to serve as agents responsible for
working towards greater equity and justice.

C39. The problem of equality also involves a cultural aspect

that is affected by the linguistic hegemonies of each
era. Culture has always been developed in a context of
tension between linguae francae (such as Latin, French
or currently English) and the diversity of the languages
that have forged the different cultures and their social
ties. The lingua franca must not be a language of dom-
ination and hierarchisation of knowledge, nor must it
impoverish the epistemological and cultural ecosys-
tems of each setting. That is why universities must
safeguard non-invasive coexistence between the use of
languages for communication and fostering the use of
local languages as drivers of academia and culture at
the highest level.

C40.The environment is an intrinsic part of social justice. The

climate crisis and the radical alteration of ecosystems,
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with the extinction of species, the draining of resourc-
es and the devastation of habitats not only require
technical responses but also an endeavour shared by
academics, people of culture, companies, administra-
tion and civil society in general in order to resituate
ourselves in relation to the world in which we live.

What professions?

C41.

C42.

C43.

The university system must educate creative, thought-
ful, critical and committed professionals who are
capable of perceiving the relevance of their research in
relation to its contexts and other opinions, and who are
competent enough to foster the changes required on a
personal and collective level. To do this, the profession-
als working at universities (lecturers and researchers)
must also meet these conditions, and pass them on
to new professionals. That is, they must also be crea-
tive, thoughtful, critical, committed and self-changing,
and be aware of the need for trans-disciplinarity and
trans-institutionality.

One of the challenges of the modern university system
is to prepare and train people for professions that do
not yet exist. It is not enough to have good applied or
technical training, as students must also be provided
with tools to redefine their skills and abilities as nec-
essary throughout life. The consequences of this for
curricula, the attitude to be transmitted and the skills to
be developed are much greater than universities have
been assuming until now. In many cases, this challenge
is only reflected in the capacity to adapt to a changing,
flexible labour market. But we need to go further and
train people with a critical capacity and an understand-
ing of the world in which they will be developing their
personal and collective projects, and help to decide
on the direction that this future is going to take. The
humanities, as a diverse production of the meaning of
past and future human experience, are an indispensa-
ble tool.

The other major challenge for universities in the current
scenario of global capitalism is the increasing loss
of jobs, linked to radical changes in the methods and
means of production and distribution, due to the digital
revolution and robotisation, and the declining impor-
tance of labour as a production factor and generator of
value. There is talk of ‘workless’ capitalism, which does
not mean a system where everyone works less, in equal
conditions, but rather the expulsion of a large part of
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the population from all walks of working life and con-
demning them to a residual role. The world’s universities
need to tackle this situation from their local and global
conditions and work to reappraise the sense and value
of the knowledge and professions that they teach. More-
over, serious thought needs to be put into the meaning
of an active life beyond identity-employment and the
new forms of income, solidarity and justice that will be
needed in the world that is being shaped right now.

Meanwhile, the present of the global university system
is one of increasing and already structural instability of a
large part of faculty, meaning both teaching and research
staff. The realities of this instability are highly diverse
depending on local contexts, but the trend is widespread
and is conditioning long-term academic careers. In the
field of the humanities, where sources of finance are more
limited and there are fewer external resources, this situ-
ation is making it especially difficult to work beyond the
short term and to make long-term plans. This is also sev-
ering intergenerational links and access by social classes
that do not have resources of their own with which to get
by in such insecure circumstances.

What ethics?

C45.

C46.

Universities cannot ignore the need to awaken ethical
awareness among future citizens and professionals in
every field. The most technical and scientific professions
also have ethical implications that should not be ignored
or delegated. Technologies themselves have conse-
quences for ethical action and implications. Moreover,
new technologies based on biomedical engineering,
artificial intelligence, data science and biotechnology
have immediate consequences, a high impact on every-
day life and a scope that is hard to assess in real time.
Ethics, therefore, must not be treated as a complemen-
tary subject but as a present and necessary condition
throughout any kind of education.

In order to sustain an ethical view of any scientific or
technological activity, that view needs to integrate
human experience in all of its dimensions and place it in
continuum with the natural world and the artificial uni-
verse. We are constantly making decisions that affect
human beings and our links with other natural or artifi-
cial beings. This seems obvious today in such fields as
medicine, which has reached extraordinarily high levels
of patient depersonalisation and where there are urgent
calls for new reflection on the human condition and on
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life and death. But the same goes for other scientific
activities, including the social sciences, where human
behaviour ends up being reduced to disincarnate and
non-implicated objects of study. There can be no ethics
without context and decisions are never responsible if
they do not deal with the consequences outside of their
own delimited space.

An ethical life also requires emotional implication.
Universities have generally turned a deaf ear to the
emotional lives of the communities around them, and
all studies show that the most important ideas and
decisions arise from highly specific emotional states.
It is therefore important for academic activity to also
be viewed as an activity that alters and transforms our
emotions with epistemological but also ethical and
political consequences for our surroundings.

The report has sought to inspire and guide debate on
the present and future of the humanities and the syner-
gies between the humanities, science and technology
in the context of higher education in the world. It is
based on the notion that we are at a crucial time of major
global changes in which the world’s education systems
are confronted by a process whereby their roles in
and contributions to society are being redefined, both
locally and globally. The report, and these conclusions,
should not be regarded as closed documents but, quite
the contrary, as open documents that are expected to
serve as a starting point for fostering urgent debate of
its issues around the world, within each reality and each
specific context.

Throughout these conclusions, a series of questions
have been addressed and 48 main conclusions have
been listed. This number is by no means definitive and
readers will probably be able to draw other conclusions.
The report has also fed on practical experiences and
innovative initiatives from institutions, academics and
practitioners around the world. We are well aware that
each institution works in a given context, so we are not
insisting that these experiences have to be adopted,
out of respect for the richness of cultural diversity and
contrasting ways of perceiving the world, but we do
believe that they can serve as a source of critical anal-
ysis to inspire everyone with an interest in advancing
towards an integrative concept of knowledge to work
together to establish the synergies required for higher
education to achieve its utmost humanising capacity.
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Humanities and Higher Education:
Synergies between Science,Technology
and Humanities

Higher Education in the World (HEIW) is a collective project that considers key issues and challenges facing
higher education and its institutions worldwide.

Societies are witnessing profound changes with clear implications for the future; these environmental, scien-
tific, technological, cultural and social transformations are presenting transcendental challenges in terms of
thinking and rethinking the meaning and value of human experience, and even of what it means to be human.
These challenges can only be tackled through a holistic approach involving the humanities, science and
technology. Together, they must necessarily play their part as both drivers and critics within the framework of
these transformations.

With contributions from 130 experts from around the world, the 7t Higher Education in the World Report
Humanities and Higher Education: Synergies between Science, Technology and Humanities aims to provide
the academic community, policymakers and decision-makers within higher education and wider society with
a diagnosis and analysis of the current state of affairs, and offer proposals that can broaden our horizons
towards a much needed integrated approach to knowledge.

Beyond protectionist nostalgia and catastrophism, the HEIW7 Report clearly advocates reappraisal and trans-
formation, these being the two keywords that best describe the conceptual framework of the project. Far
from being a speculative exercise, it addresses active members of the academic, cultural and institutional
community around the world to find out what is happening, what changes they perceive, what their limits
are and what their potentialities are. In summary, this report should be viewed as the open expression of a
commitment shared by many different voices and as an open document that is expected to serve as a starting
point for fostering urgent debate of its issues, within each reality and each specific context.

Complete open-content report available at:
www.guninetwork.org
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