Co-creating and claiming spaces for acts of academic activism
Patric Wallin
Picture 1 shows the collective analysis of many hours of deep dialogues
between three students and me, where we explore our different perspectives
on today’s higher education landscape and re-imagine higher education as a
place of hope. In the future, we aim to find ways to publish parts of this
project, while preserving the nature of the work and communicating the
different voices by keeping it in the form of dialogues, following the
example of Shor’s and Freire’s book (1987) “A Pedagogy for Liberation:
Dialogues on Transforming Education”.

Picture 2 is taken during the first session with students in the course
“Learning environments of the future”, while students watch and engage
with the work of Henry Giroux. In this course, students work in groups on
projects focused on their own learning environments in higher education and
the aim is to create a space of opportunity for dynamic research partnerships
(Wallin & Aarsand, 2019; Wallin 2020).

Picture 3 is taken in Canterbury next to the Cathedral during a conference.
Inspired by Stephanie Chae, I have started to explore possibilities to reclaim
public spaces and take work outside of the physical boundaries of
universities. The importance of this work was illustrated 2 hours later, when
I got a warning from the local security people. This raises important
questions about who owns public spaces, who polices them and on what
grounds.

Picture 4 is a visualization of a collaborative writing activity during a threehour guest lecture that shows how the document developed over time.
Grounded in the students’ own experiences, the writing activity focused on
exploring how learning environments changed in response to Covid-19. To
move beyond the context of the course and contribute to the public debate,
we submitted and got this work published as an opinion piece in the
independent university newspaper.

What is academic activism? Grounded in my own praxis, the four pictures illustrate what I see as
examples of academic activism. From my own position as a teacher and researcher in higher education
and university pedagogy, a central element for me is to create a space that allows me and students to
learn and relearn together by acknowledging each other as partners in the education process. Following
Freire’s (1970) argument that teaching and learning is never a neutral process, but always a political
one, my aim is to develop a counter narrative to dominant neoliberal discourses in the classroom. A
narrative that emphasizes the collective instead of the individual, trust instead of accountability, and
maybe most importantly a narrative that allows us to re-imagine higher education in a time where it is
increasingly difficult to think radically and dream of a different society.
I argue that at the intersection between teaching and research, activism emerges for me as a praxis that
aims at challenging neoliberal ideas of higher education. My intention is not to only critique the
marketization of higher education in my research, but to develop and explore alternatives together with
the students. It is through dialogue, "a moment where humans meet to reflect on their reality as they
make and remake it" (Shor & Freire, 1987, p. 98), and building upon everyone’s diverse experiences
that new forms of higher education can emerge. In addition, I argue that this approach can help students
to learn how to ask difficult questions about the status quo and re-imagine a different kind of society
and way of being. Or in other words, the focus is on creating opportunities for students to learn from
and engage in central processes that precede and underly activism.
At the same time, I sometimes feel guilty of not marching in protest, of not looking beyond the
boundaries of the university. Is this kind of activism just another form of teaching and research that
merely promotes my own career? Relating to the work of Giroux (2010), I want to hope. I want to hope
that teaching can be “an act of moral imagination that enabled progressive educators and others to think
otherwise in order to act otherwise” (Giroux, 2010, p. 719). And I want to hope that by coming back to
the question of how to act upon my research, I will be able to contribute to change. “I [WE] go to seek
a great perhaps.”1
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François Rabelais’ last words, according to the Life of Rabelais (1694) by Peter Anthony Motteux with

modification by Naomi de la Tour during Digital Pedagogy Lab (2019).

