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Abstract

Covid-19 forced higher education sectors across the world to digitize the entire
university experience online. There are now calls for universities to continue chas-
ing continued and further digitization, often from for-profit businesses and those in
Silicon Valley who have been promising to disrupt the sector for decades. We argue
that the pandemic has illustrated how crucial universities are to their local com-
munities, and efforts should be made to emphasize their physical place and space.
The destruction of American cities in favor of auto-centric suburbs provides a paral-
lel for the possible future of higher education. The Cult of Efficiency mindset and
accountability models that dominated neoliberal discourse offered the impetus for
highway construction through city centers, often razing Black neighborhoods and
ruining communities and culture along the way. The calls for the full digitization
of universities echo this same possible destruction for the sector. This is not a Luddite
warning to reject all digitization, instead, it is a rejection of the hyper-capitalization
of higher education and the disruption promised by for-profit businesses, along with
a reminder that the sector should be a local public good.

Keywords Suburbanization - Digitization - Place and space - Urbanism - Future of
higher education - Localism - Postdigital

University Place and Space in the Age of Covid-19

In 1997, Peter Drucker, famed management consultant and educator, proclaimed,
‘[u]niversities won’t survive. The future is outside the traditional campus, outside
the traditional classroom. Distance learning is coming on fast.” (in Doyle 2009)
Drucker’s apocryphal alarm did not come true until it was finally breathed to life by
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a once-in-a-century global pandemic. It was technological innovation that allowed
schools and universities to remain open during the Covid-19 pandemic in numer-
ous ways, primarily by offering lectures and classes synchronously or asynchro-
nously. While educators and students are lauded for adaptability in a crisis (Jandrié
et al. 2020, 2021a; Bista et al. 2021), these new measures should be recognized as
Band-Aids and not total replacements for traditional educational settings. Hodges
et al. (2020) dubbed these adopted practices during the pandemic as emergency
remote teaching (ERT), arguing that they should stay in an educators’ toolkit given
the uncertainties of future crises or events.

Yet, EdTech start-ups, Silicon Valley, and other commercial enterprises are lead-
ing the drumbeat for the permanent digitization of curriculum that does not require
learners to inhabit any particular physical location. Google and Facebook have been
attempting to ‘disrupt’ higher education with online micro-credentials, efforts that
long predate the pandemic (Ralston 2021). Times Higher Education even suggested
that the ‘bricks-and-mortar estates’ of universities are merely expensive debt bur-
dens and should be cast aside for digitalization like Artificial Intelligence (Al) stu-
dent services (Baines 2021). In our estimation, these arguments are absolutely the
wrong takeaway from the pandemic and are a surefire means to lead institutions into
pedagogical oblivion in the coming decades.

Universities should realize that their physical spaces are more important than ever
before precisely because they cannot be replicated digitally. We are not espousing
an argument for Luddism, the ‘primitivist refusal of innovation’ already decried
by Marx (Jandri¢ and McLaren 2020). As McLaren notes, ‘[w]hile analogue and
digital seem to be incommensurable languages, both are constitutively necessary to
explain reality and to understand what forces and relations shape the human con-
dition’ (McLaren 2019: 11; see also McLaren and Jandri¢ 2020). Our arguments
are not akin to those who destroyed mechanical looms to protest automation in the
Satanic Mills of England. But rather, the arguments made here highlight the limi-
tations inherent in those digital technologies sold to us by Silicon Valley in self-
interested attempts to chase efficiency and greater market share. In a time when
information content of all stripes and colors appears online, creating an ersatz cul-
ture populated by temporary fads and fashionable apostasy, educational institutions
would do well to emphasize the distinct advantages (epistemological, psychological,
etc.) of in-person learning in a campus community that has its own culture, char-
acteristics, and history. As one of us (McLaren) has written recently about his own
days as a university student at the University of Toronto, and later, in Venezuela dur-
ing the heyday of the Bolivarian Revolution:

Once during an undergraduate class in Middle English, held in a musty old
room in Victoria College, an 1836 masterpiece of Neo-Gothic architecture
complete with turrets, gargoyles, and battlements, my Chaucer professor began
weeping as she read excerpts from the Canterbury Tales. Tears dropped from
her cheeks onto my shoulder. I could not have felt more sublime had my father
confessor sprayed me with holy water. As she walked past my desk (perhaps a
seat that was warmed by Margaret Atwood’s genius a decade earlier) I could
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smell the perfumed odor of ... Gothic grammar. Nothing could compare to
the dining room, Ondaatje Hall, where all Junior Fellows like myself were
required to wear gowns and say prayers in Latin, and sit at tables where only
French or German were spoken, depending upon the day. The high table din-
ners were exquisite and the sherry and cigars afterwards were more so. Later I
was to abandon the prurient class elitism of it all, bathed as it was in the suc-
culent side of capitalism, but unlike the Red Guards of the same generation far
away in China, I did retain a tactile appreciation for the artistic achievements
of Western civilization. It was an experience to hear lectures in Convocation
Hall, built in 1907 in Edwardian Baroque revival style, with a domed rotunda,
or attend social events at Hart House, established in 1919 (where my mother,
a clothing model, and housewife, and later a telephone switchboard operator,
used to perform small roles in plays prior to WWII). (McLaren in Peters et al.
2020)

In this essay, we argue that the digitization of education must remain only
a part of the university rather than supplanting it and physical spaces must retain
even more reverence for the future of education. Scholars have debated the concept
between digital and non-digital, especially in this outlet.! We do not see ourselves
claiming a stake in the debate that has been settled. The physical space will always
have an aspect of the digital. After all, even a one-on-one meeting at a coffee shop
between a doctoral student and their advisor usually has a calendar invite, two lap-
tops, and digital currency. However, Silicon Valley does not care what we debate
amongst academics, and the dynamics of the societal shifts are actually leading to
cleavage of digital from physical—e.g., all online meeting spaces, no physical books
library, no common areas, only working from private spaces. The argument is not
that any one of these developments is bad or detrimental, rather than the cumulative
expansion and the underlying totality of the ideology will lead to the downfall of
higher education.

The Promise of the Disruptors

Christensen coined the ‘disruption’ concept of innovation in 1997 for The Innova-
tor’s Dilemma and watched his ideas spread to education. This kind of disruptor
mindset can be associated with Silicon Valley and the start-up culture; sometimes
described as the Californian Ideology that ‘simultaneously a deeply pessimistic
and repressive vision’ and yet promises an ‘optimistic and emancipatory form
of technological determinism’ (Barbrook and Cameron 1996: 14). Entrepreneurs
have gone into cities set to disrupt housing and transportation with Airbnb and

! See Special Issue of Postdigital Science and Education, The Postdigital Spaces of Higher Education,
edited by James Lamb, Lucila Carvalho, Michael Gallagher, and Jeremy Knox (forthcoming in January
2022).
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Uber. While they seemed fun and revolutionary when first introduced, they have
proven to be unstainable or detrimental to local works and housing supply. Despite
their ads, these techno-bros do not care about the local community or the implica-
tions that the changes have on the social fabric of where they are implemented.
What they do care about is expanding their profit and reach. It is about growth,
crushing the rival and the quarterly report, or having a record-setting initial public
offering (IPO).

Eyeing the changing sector, Christensen and Eyring (2011: 5) argued, ‘[w]ith the
steady improvement of low-cost online learning technology, the prospect of compet-
itive disruption is real. Mere budget cutting will not be enough. For the vast majority
of institutions, fundamental change is essential.” Christensen et al. (2011), compar-
ing higher education to sectors that have been disrupted like the telecommunica-
tions industry, argued for a new business model that centers on online education.
Although, they did concede that the best option would be some kind of hybrid
model. Others, though, have gone further. Armstrong (2001) argued these online
colleges would take over the sector, while Caplan (2018) argued that, ‘today’s Inter-
net teaches more effectively than old school schools for a fraction of the cost’. Uni-
versities cannot take this Silicon Valley mindset and ignore what happened in these
other sectors of society. Education is a public good. Operating a public good as a
profit-seeking venture.

There is a strain of essentialist thinking on education that couples with hyper-
capitalist ideals of markets and efficiency. In this conception, education, especially
at the university level, should be piecemeal and a la carte. Craig (2015) called for
universities to ‘unbundle’ their various offerings and services to save money, argu-
ing only the very elite would choose a traditional residential-type college experience
with the given technology of the modern world and digital capabilities available in
education. They ask, why should a student pay for the athletic facilities at their insti-
tution if they never use them? Why should they cover the cost of mental health ser-
vices if they will not use them? These are perfectly reasonable questions for fresh-
man introduction educational philosophy courses to ponder, but they are coming
from people in power in government and business. Those with this mindset cannot
conceive that a university is a community, a social organism made up of disparate
parts. Their view is of a factory model of education, producing products to be sold
and monetized to the maxims.

Each new technological innovation seems to offer the opportunity to test the
disruption paradigm. Jandri¢ and Hayes (2020) outline one such ‘disruptor’ in
the so-called ‘first “blockchain university”’ (3) that promised ‘to remove the mid-
dleman from the teaching relationship’ (6) and to empower students beyond pas-
sive consumers with faculty cooperation. However, the authors also wondered if
these lofty promises could be kept and that the endeavor could really. Consider-
ing the Silicon Valley start-ups tend to overpromise and undersell the negatives
in order to raise more money from angel investors, we remain skeptical of how
blockchain (or other future promised innovations) will do any of this, fulfill-
ing the familiar cycle that is the Californian Ideology (Barbrook and Cameron
1996).

@ Springer



Postdigital Science and Education (2022) 4:373-393 377

A Future For a Few and Forgotten

Who hears today about the Chernobyl liquidators — those civil and military per-
sonnel who dealt directly with the deadly consequences of the 1986 Chernobyl
nuclear disaster in the Soviet Union by cleaning up the radioactive site of the trag-
edy? Similarly, who hears about the liquidators of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear
power plant who had to deal with radioactive fuel rods, containment ponds full of
contaminated water, or the contaminated ruins and surrounding soil? Have these
heroes been forgotten?

The Covid-19 pandemic has lionized a new hero of society: the essential
worker. While many so-called knowledge sectors or ‘creative classes’ were able
to work remotely during quarantine, the essential worker had to brave the virus
because their job could not be digitized. True, unlike the heroes of Chernobyl and
Fukushima who were volunteers who chose to brave an environment fraught with
invisible dangers to themselves and vast at-risk populations, America’s essential
workers were forced (and continue to be forced as the virus mutates) to put their
lives at risk to keep essential aspects of society running. People need food and
daily goods to survive. Early in the pandemic, there was a panic run on toilet
paper, as the public believed supplies would run out due to stoppages in logistics.
However, the USA and other affluent nations did not run out of these household
goods precisely because essential works kept on doing their jobs—the truck driv-
ers, cashiers, and stockers made sure everyone could get their toilet paper. Of
course, business owners could also continue to make a profit all the while. In
fact, Amazon saw record profits, and billionaires like Jeff Bezos and Elon Musk
only extended their bottoms like never before. But the workers risk the ignominy.
These include the grocery store clerk, the delivery drivers, the factory workers,
and the cleaning staff—what Marx referred to as ‘productive workers’. those
directly involved in producing goods or services. It is worth noting that the value
added by the productive workers is significantly more than the value of the wages
paid to them by their employer.

Such essential, productive workers were even dubbed ‘TIME’s 2020 Person of
the Year Reader Poll’ (Time Staff 2020). But once the pandemic became normal-
ized, and people got used to simply Zooming to work or ordering takeout, these
essential workers were cast aside and returned to their precarious jobs without any
fanfare. There is rhetoric afoot that if grocery stores are forced to pay their
essential workers a higher wage, then the management will simply automate their
jobs away with things like self-checkout lanes. ‘Brookings found that 13 of the larg-
est retail and grocery companies in the USA earned $17.7 billion more in the first
three quarters of 2020’ (Maheshwari and Corkery 2021). The pandemic has created
enormous profits for the few at the expense of the many.

But the cashiers—dubbed new American heroes—are already not getting a liv-
ing wage while continuing to put their lives at risk; ‘labor-saving’ technology joins
Covid-19 as their greatest threat to survival. Even if there were no minimum wage
companies would still attempt to reduce the number of employees just to save a few
bucks each hour. True, automation has been replacing and will continue to replace
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jobs. The problem, however, is not the automation itself but the fact that there are
no jobs in this world in which we are compelled to work in order to live and where
the unemployed are condemned to die. The problem is the wage system itself which
strikes underpaid women and people of color the hardest. Otherwise, automation
could work to increase leisure time for workers. We are talking here about auto-
mated socialism (see Bastani 2019; Peters et al. 2019).”

There is a lesson for universities in the discarding of the essential workers once
they are no longer essential. When the attention shifts, technology will replace you
with something cheaper and more efficient. Increasingly, and especially since the
outbreak of Covid-19, ‘writing, images, audio, and video’ (online) have been
treated as data and manipulated and wielded ‘without our knowledge and power
relations are unclear’ (Jandri¢ et al. 2021b: 761). This kind of manipulation is per-
fectly encapsulated in the case of Concordia University and Professor Francois-Marc
Gagnon (Zamudio-Suarez 2021). A student was taking an online class with Profes-
sor Gagnon and decided to email him to let him know how much he enjoyed his les-
sons. Instead of finding his faculty page, he found his professor’s obituary. Despite
dying 2 years prior, the university had still been using Dr. Gagnon’s lectures and
course material. A truly morbid tale that is not all too surprising given in a higher
education sector that has raced to slash costs by any means necessary. Will the uni-
versities now enshrine their curriculum in a frozen orthodoxy, dark alchemy, where
learners are ensepulchered in an intellectual mausolacracy ruled by the dead?

Cult of Efficiency

For higher education, the allure of online education is reminiscent of the suburbani-
zation of North America. Place, as in architectural space and scale, no longer mat-
ters in this view, just growth and efficiency. Welch (1998) famously refers to this
unyielding devotion to measuring and counting systems for productivity as the Cult
of Efficiency. The Cult forces standardizations that cut across every system, from
global down to local. There is an infamous case of Western development experts
visiting subsistence farmers in the Andean Mountains of Peru recorded by Goland
(1993). The experts, obsessed with efficiency, noticed members of the community
traveling great distances to their various plots scattered miles away. They suggested
to the locals that it would be more efficient to consolidate their plots so there would
be no need to travel so far for cultivation. What the experts missed was the centu-
ries-old indigenous, cosmovisionary and local knowledge applied to doing things
that minimized risk for individual families and maximized survival. Those who had
consolidated their plots died, and those who had spread their plots survived. The

2 This rationale is implicit in the current uproar over the teaching of critical race theory, with conservative,
White, and Trump-aligned parents claiming their children are being made uncomfortable and are some-
times traumatized by teachers claiming the USA is a country built upon systemic racism. Since parents are
‘clients’” and teachers ‘service providers’, the parents are demanding a more ‘patriotic’ curriculum without
reference to the history of slavery or white supremacy.
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reason the former families survived and the latter did not was that conditions in the
area were not uniform, there were droughts, flooding, and other potential disasters
that could ruin a harvest. If that harvest was in one spot, then one bad season could
wipe away a family. The Cult of Efficiency only recognized an unnecessary ineffi-
ciency that needed to be fixed.

Ritzer (2011: 372) characterized the logic that ‘emphasizes efficiency, predict-
ability, calculability... and control over uncertainty’ inundating the world as the
McDonaldization of Society. Building in the education sector, Hayes (2017: 6-8)
critiqued a growing globalized standardization of higher education from neoliberal
pressures with the same McDonaldization label—defined by Ritzer’s logic applied
to universities with visions of efficiency, predictability, calculability, and control.
Indeed, institutions across the world were adopting the same structures, standards,
measures, and language. Students were not in classrooms to learn, instead, they were
customers who needed to be coddled and soothed, so they do not take their busi-
ness elsewhere. Hayes (2017: 107) argues that this part of the McDonaldization of
higher education has led to a therapeutic turn for universities, in that the ‘student
experience’ as consumers is maximized over ‘academic experience’. In this way, the
curriculum or material that offends students must be excised, as the customers are
always right.?

Education has been especially inculcated by these ideals through account-
ability measures and standardized testing (Peters 2019). These policies have been
most widely adopted throughout K—12 systems, but even higher education has wit-
nessed standardization through various kinds of accountability measures and other
metrics.* In the UK, for instance, the system of Research Excellence Framework
and Teaching Excellence Framework has brought the measurement obsession to
higher education in full force. Other areas around the world worship at the altar of
global university rankings to decide with whom to partner or hire (Allen 2021a).
McLaren (2005: 23-24) decried this kind of market-oriented higher education
that emphasizes growth and ‘deskills’ educators. Deskilling an entire generation of
professors for algorithms to auto score essays that save time, money, and humanity
(Malott 2019).

3 1t is worthwhile remembering that, historically, wage labor was once thought to be a form of slav-
ery and can be traced as far back as the writings of Cicero. Marx saw capitalism as a struggle between
the forces of production and the social relations of production and imagined a time when knowledge
becomes social and part of society’s ‘general intellect’. Capitalism, Marx (1973) reasoned, would not
be able to survive in a world in which technological advances created conditions where workers were
no longer needed to generate value production or profits. Marx sought to overcome alienation and self-
estrangement through the abolition of private property and the state but his radical humanist goal was
human freedom, autonomy, and well-being—the return of humans to their social essence or being, to
the possibilities inherent in human sociality. How Marx would have reacted to today’s technofeudalism
where capitalism has merged with digital platforms (which have replaced markets) is a question that
needs to be addressed.

4 See Postdigital Science and Education 3(1), which is a Special Issue on ‘Measuring Excellence’ in
Higher Education, edited by Sarah Hayes. https://link.springer.com/journal/42438/volumes-and-issues/
3-1. Accessed 9 November 2021.
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The impetus for the Cult of Efficiency forges an alliance between austerity-
minded neoliberals looking for budget cuts in all aspects of public life together with
the Silicon Valley start-up world looking to disrupt every sector through phone apps
with hopes of becoming the next billion-dollar unicorn. Malott (2019: 371) argues
that the technology corporations rely on is justified by the ‘old cliché that education
is broken’. The promise is that their apps, algorithms, and artificial intelligence can
cut costs and increase efficiency, with the same or better outcomes. The humans
involved in the new innovations from the start-ups are mere customers, numbers,
and dollar signs, including, educators, students, and schools.

In terms of the digitization of education backed by Silicon Valley and the like,
those enamored by efficiency and growth are running a race to the bottom of low-
cost online classrooms and the promise of an infinite pool of new students no longer
bound by parking or dorm limitations on campus. Teaching online does not require
a physical location, so no more upkeep, energy bills, or landscaping, and the entire
campus can actually be sold to Google or the next great American start-up. Students
do not have to waste time driving across the city to take a class—and forget the
campus shuttle. When everything moves online, the university is as efficient as it
can ever be. No more staff as the duties are now gone and the remaining outsourced
to the Philippines. With fewer faculty, the remaining ones can simply be low-wage
adjuncts, too. If there were just a way to rid the university of students, the efficiency
would reach its singularity!

The College ‘Town’

Higher education’s gamble with digitalization is analogous to what happened in North
American cities. In the mid-twentieth century, cities across the USA and Canada
undertook radical ‘revitalizations’ through highway and beautification plans. These
plans targeted so-called ‘blighted’ parts of towns to be demolished and replaced by
pristine highways that would connect the city centers to the ever-expanding suburbs.
However, as Jane Jacobs (2016) noted, the places derided as ‘blight’ were in many
cases active and thriving communities. These urban renewal projects end up gutting
community, culture, and people, often in Black areas of the cities, hollowing out the
broader social connectivity of the surrounding areas (Allen 2021a, b). Once thriving
societies that could support local businesses disappeared and, in their place, could
be found a highway on the edge of town that led to a Big Box Store™. Mainstreet
was not bombed by foreign invaders; no, instead, the destruction of communities
across North American was fueled by misguided engineering practices, racial ani-
mus, and an unyielding appetite for ever-expanding growth (Marohn 2019). A half-
century later, many of these places have never recovered from the damage inflicted
by ourselves.

These urban renewal ideas have roots in the High Modern paradigms. Scott
(2008) describes how these High Modernists, such as the famed architect Le Corbus-
ier, proposed an architectural replanning of entire cities around science, technology,
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and ‘20th-century advances’—similar echoes are heard today by the technologists
offering disruption of education through the latest social media or screen device.
Zoning was key to the High Modernists, as efficiency demanded that industry be sepa-
rate from living or recreation, with the goal to control the chaos of cities. In one
infamous plan, Le Corbusier proposed to raze central Paris and replace it with ultra-
modern skyscrapers and a new business center. Today, the plan comes across as
absurd and places like central Paris have become the most desirable locations on
the planet. Even then, Soviet artist El Lissitzky critiqued Le Corbusier’s plan as a
‘city of nowhere’ (Scott 2008). Indeed, hindsight allows us to see the absurdity of
the 100-year-old idea blinded by the innovations of the day. Perhaps, no scholar has
done more to identify different modes of production of space and recognize space
as a social product or a complex social construction with political characteristics as
Lefebvre (1991).

One city that was designed in the image of Le Corbusier’s High Modernist sensi-
bilities was Brasilia. The capital of Brazil was planned to be segregated, regimented,
and efficient. However, the humans who lived there realized that life was bland in a
city that was overdesigned and controlled, even coining a phrase for the feeling as
Brasilite (Scott 2008). In this environment, people could only meet others at home
or work, there were too few spaces for other interactions, especially those inciden-
tal. The concept that Brasilia citizens were missing has been called the ‘third place’
(Oldenburg and Brissett 1982). Cities designed at the human scale provide third
places to meet and live, ensuring lively, flourishing environments that are lacking
in the zoned-off planned segmentations that define high modern sensibilities or the
American suburb. Universities, especially, provide ample third places for students,
workers, and the broader community.

In many ways, universities are like miniature cities and parts of cities. They
provide community and important cultural signifiers for places. In Europe, medi-
eval towns built around their famed universities have thrived for centuries. In the
USA, Land Grant Universities were founded in rural communities, and the part-
nership created some of the strongest and most resilient little cities in the county.
Indeed, even today, China uses the university to create new places to build around.
A university relocates parts of its operations to the edge of a city, a new subway
stop opens, and community sprouts up around it. It is uncanny that this develop-
ment pattern can be witnessed globally.

Critics may bring up the consistent ‘town vs. gown’ conflict that highlights elit-
ism in higher education. These clashes often characterize the relationship between
educational institutions and the surrounding communities. However, the absence of
students due to Covid-19 in some communities has shown how important students
can be to the local economy and culture of a place. Likewise, conflict is human.
No community is without conflict, even the smallest family unit has disagreements.
The university town is not a utopia. What is a perceived utopia is online education
being sold by corporate interests in an educational market. They sell their vision of a
seamless and efficient future.
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Protecting The Educational Place

This essay is not making the case that online education is bad or cannot be good.
There is a place for online education in the future, but it should not be the place.
Fawns (2019: 142) argues that ‘[i]deas like “digital education” are useful insofar
as they encourage people to look closer at what is happening, but become prob-
lematic when used to close down ideas or attribute instrumental or essential prop-
erties to technology’. The ongoing pandemic and eventual endemic will undoubt-
edly bring more digitization to all facets of life. Online education brings increased
access, expanded global reach, and even some alleviation of environmental impact
from aspects of travel (Peters 2016; Chan et al. 2021). Digital automation in edu-
cational functions can provide outlets for critical practices, with explicit depend-
ence on human control (Gallagher et al. 2020). In some cases, physical disabilities
or injuries to teachers or students make it prohibitive to attend campus and online
instruction may, in fact, be necessary. There are, however, limits to these innovations
that must be taken as seriously as the perceived benefits.

Jandri¢ et al. (2018) and Matias and Aldern (2020) rightly argue that digital
spaces in the contemporary sense are entangled with the physical world, blurring
the lines between the digital and the physical. But even under such convergence,
contemporary technological limitations and general unpreparedness dominated
pandemic responses (Peters et al. 2021). The model of online education sold to the
world has been an overreliance on screen-based curriculum, which cannot replicate
the form and function of physical spaces. While online interactions are purposeful
and efficient, they often miss the incidental experiences that happen on campuses
or inside physical classrooms. The mingling of students, faculty, staff, and locals,
the interactions between various majors—these are the university. It is not always
supposed to be sterile and efficient. It is supposed to be a little messy. The freshman
getting lost on the first week of the semester and the upperclassmen helping them is
exactly the point. Searching Google Calendar for the Zoom meeting link from a bed
just does not provide the same experience.

The Herculean efforts in training, retraining, and adapting by the educational pro-
fession for schooling in a pandemic world can only go so far. Educators report online
teaching to be exhaustive (Jandri€ et al. 2020, 2021a; Bista et al. 2021). The lessons
provided in the experiments for the eventual endemic schooling will be invaluable.
But there is only so much screen time that a person can take, and students are also
craving a return to campus (Felson and Adamczyk 2021). Scroll through popular
social media communities to see how a generation hates the forced enrollment to
Zoom University. This is a generation dubbed ‘Zoomers’ who are supposedly glued
to their phones! Even they recognize the importance of interacting with people in
the flesh and being in a physical place (Nguyen et al. 2021). They want their chance
to become lost like generations in the past; they want to find their meaning beyond
the perfectly curated Zoom room or sleek Canvas page.

Universities are communities with meaning and culture that span beyond class-
room lessons. Campus buildings are third places with a history that can be shared
and understood by generations who have previously walked through the halls. The
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people and places around campus or university buildings are just as important to
the meaning of what makes an institution an institution. The local bar down the
street that has karaoke on ‘university night’, the mom and pop breakfast place that
offers school color pancakes, the stationery shop that sells university-branded fold-
ers and pencils for just a bit more than you would like to pay are parts of a broader
community.

Certainly, the physical spaces that universities occupied have long had imperfect
or even painful pasts, such as the aforementioned town vs. gown conflicts or racial
exclusions with which institutions have long had to grapple. In making our case for
in-person learning in the physical spaces of a university campus, we remain cau-
tious about any nostalgia seeping from our own experiences as students or as pro-
fessors that may have unfairly shaped our argument, whether referring to our per-
sonal recollections (in the case of McLaren, for instance). Higher educational spaces
have witnessed valiant struggles. Students have fought against recruitment by mili-
tary and war-profiting company personnel on university campuses, student hunger
strikes over university investments in the military-industrial complex, or debates
over the Vietnam War. Women’s rights, civil rights, Reserve Officers Training Corps
(ROTC), abortion, gay rights, Chicano studies, or fraternity practices have defined
the history of university campuses over the decades throughout North America.
While many of us identify physical campus sites as sacred spaces in the struggle
for civil rights and social justice, at the same time we are also aware that pandem-
ics such as Covid-19 create conditions that will sometimes necessitate students
remaining in quarantined locations at home or in other physical spaces that keep
them safe from infection. In these instances, digital instruction will be necessary on
a temporary basis.

Our main argument is to reject online instruction when there is no longer a seri-
ous risk of infection, in favor of the many advantages of the in-person campus expe-
rience. We are also aware of the important potential of transforming the neoliberal
university campus into a counterpublic sphere so that it can operate more as a work-
ers’ commune than a business enterprise (Neary and Winn 2017). Universities do
need to be more courageous in how they approach the relationship between episte-
mology and ethics and begin to assist the public sphere in planning for future disrup-
tions (such as more pandemics, geopolitical struggles over water, rising food prices
and wars and famines) and to study ways of both anticipating and preventing them.

The acknowledged frictions that scar the history of higher education and physical
campuses can be easily swept under the rug through ‘slick, user-friendly, solutions’
promised by digitization (Jandri¢ et al. 2018). The true diversity of the institution
(or lack thereof) is inescapable during a stroll through campus, seeing real faces
and people, rather than the curated marketing on websites where there can now be
an invented ‘online Black persona’ (Matias and Aldern 2020). While students may
no longer have to sit in the study hall with a namesake that has a dubious legacy,
they also do not get a chance to even make that discovery and bring the fight to
the administration. They do not have an opportunity to occupy the president’s office
until their demands are met. After all, Zoom breakout rooms are just labeled Room
1, Room 2, Room 3... and the interactions stop when the host clicks end.
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In the physical world, we cannot just escape an in-person interaction with the
click of a button. On campus and within the surrounding community, we are forced
to interact with a host of different kinds of people. Sometimes, universities bring
Ph.D. students to live in regions where graduating from high school is considered
an impressive feat. Or sometimes, polyglot international students populate a place
where most of the locals are monolingual. In a time of further political polarization
and divisiveness, we should be craving more of these tensions rather than smoothing
out every single interaction to the perfect 4K stream.

While the changing university landscape brought by the pandemic does threaten
higher education, universities cannot survive by becoming YouTube. Google does
YouTube better than universities ever will. But Google Maps cannot replicate what
it means to be on campus on the first Monday of a new semester or the excitement in
the last class right before summer begins. It is just not even comparable. We should
not cede everything to the growth mindset of capitalism. The Wal-Mart Universi-
ties of the world will gladly offer online micro-credential degrees with deceased
professors for pennies. Universities must recognize that the so-called ‘bricks-and-
mortar estates’ are meaningful and provide a reason to come to campus that cannot
be replicated.

A university is more than classes and credentials. They are not just inputs and
outputs nor simply the number of students who applied and graduated. If univer-
sities take the advice from Silicon Valley and other for-profit businesses chasing
the Californian Ideology and replace their physical spaces with the shining prom-
ise of going completely digital, they will fail like our suburban experiment. Under
this path, there will be a few giant corporate universities that survive and thrive.
They will absorb smaller universities akin to a corporate giant buying up dying
companies with the cultural cache. Then, years from now, when another student is
enjoying their Zoom class and Googles the university, they will discover an obitu-
ary for a once traditional college. All that remains is a name branded for a specific
region run by an umbrella organization headquartered at a PO Box in a tax haven.
Everyone will have the same classes just accessed from a learning management
system with different school colors. The credential will remain, but the space, the
place, the people, the community, and the soul will be lost. It will be a university of
nowhere.

Discussion and Conclusion

One aspect missing from Hayes’ (2017) theory of McDonaldization is that McDonald’s
themselves often (unfortunately) offer the only local refuge for towns robbed of com-
munity through suburbanization. In his exposé of multiracial working-class communi-
ties in the USA, Ardande (2019) described how important the fast-food franchise had
become to hollowed-out communities.

[I]t was important to everyone in the neighborhood. It was always packed with
families and older couples, especially on the weekend mornings. In the eve-
nings, it was filled with teenagers or young couples going out. There weren’t
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really many other options. McDonald’s was one of the few spaces ... open to
the public that worked. (Ardande 2019: 67)

The full digitization of universities is a step beyond McDonaldization, as the
erosion of physical place further robs the community that relies on the institutions.
Even universities obsessed with metrics and inputs can offer third places for com-
munities, anchors for various jobs, and reasons for being in a specific place.

Already in the short lifetime of the experiment, the turn to online education has
made students and teachers feel isolated and lonely (Nguyen et al. 2021; Jandrié
et al. 2020a, 2021a). Despite all educators working harder than ever before, the tech-
nology that currently exists simply cannot recreate the sense of community that is
often found on campus and within a classroom. American society has already been
overburdened with feelings of isolation. Researchers have even connected social iso-
lation to the ongoing opioid epidemic sweeping parts of the USA, especially in rural
places (McLean 2016). Indeed, overdose deaths did increase during the Covid-19
pandemic (Trappen and McLean 2021). For educators, this does not suggest our stu-
dents will suddenly become addicts due to online classes, only that there can be high
societal costs to lost community that may not be apparent for decades. In the 1950s,
few forecasted that the suburban experiment would eventually connect with a mas-
sive opioid epidemic in our communities that had been hollowed out by outsourcing,
Big Box stores and highway construction.

In the American suburban experiment, individualism championed over the col-
lective, with individual car rides favored over public transport and single-family
housing considered sacred castles. True public goods are afterthoughts within this
mindset, especially behind gated communities. Digitization of our universities is
further privatization of the once accepted public good. In a physical university, there
must be classrooms, chairs, and space. In an online university, students must have
their own area of study, their own material at home. While more affluent people
might not even consider this a problem, what happens to those who live in cramped
quarters? What happens to those with children all around the house? What happens
to those without broadband Internet? All of these amenities used to be standard to
a physical institution. They are pushed upon an individual in the new digital world.

The online turn for universities will only deepen these attributes, especially as
space and place no longer matter because a new college that makes a student happier
is just around one browser tab away. Look at the bubbles that have been created via
social media. They are echo chambers and cheerleaders for the figures, media, and
messages that people want to hear, not that they need to hear. These types of envi-
ronments will only supercharge the concerns against academic freedom and increase
in therapeutics for students seen as customers.

Falling Forward
The sector must pay attention to these calls. There is a growing distrust of universi-

ties for a variety of reasons, with a large swatch of people questioning the value of a
degree, especially in the US (Parker 2019). One key reason for this bubbling distrust
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is the runaway cost to students. There are now multiple generations of students start-
ing their adult lives with mountains of debt. The sector cannot simply continue to
look at students as resources. Korn and Fuller (2021) found that many elite universi-
ties had a stable of master’s degrees that left students in debt of over US$100,000,
with career prospects of earnings much lower. Universities have been sold the El
Dorado Golden City, with promises that the online infrastructure that was a Band-
Aid during Covid-19 should be taken in full future use for everyone. They will
dangle growth charts and cost-saving forecasts on Excel sheets or scare tactics of
falling behind the competition. For-profit university rankers have already used the
pandemic to foster precarity amongst students and institutions, further selling their
league tables and expertise to the sector (Shahjahan et al. 2021).

Before Covid-19, higher education was already trending toward risky growth
through all-digital offerings of various programs. Even very elite universities have
sold off their brand to for-profit online program managers (OPM), often of pricey
online master’s degree programs. ‘By contrast, master’s programs are a black box—
there is no requirement to publish any admissions data’, reported Carey (2019). The
promise of this model is that universities can dramatically expand enroll in various
programs without compromising quality or standards. But these growth strategies
did not always live up to their lofty promises of the for-profit OPMs, bringing with
them unforeseeable costs. In some cases, for-profit OMPs have charged up to 80% of
the revenue in university partner relationships (Hall and Dudley 2019).

In one of the most high-profile cases, the University of Southern California’s
(USC) School of Social Work outsourced some of its operations to the online pro-
vider 2U (Ryan and Hamilton 2019a). The program saw massive growth to 3500
students in 2016 up from just 900 in 2010. However, the school struggled with the
bloat of new students and lower standards, revealing in 2019 that the school was los-
ing millions in operational costs each year (Ryan and Hamilton 2019b). The partner-
ship was a disastrous deal for the university, with USC taking in only 40% of the tui-
tion while the for-profit company received the lion’s share of 60%. What is specular
about this failure is that it was not a seemingly random rural school without much
name recognition—USC has been one of the most well-known university brands in
the USA, in the middle one the world’s most dynamic cities, and has an endowment
of over $5.9 billion (Banet-Weiser 2013). If a university with the characteristics of
USC cannot make this strategy, who can?

The high-profile failures do not stop with 2U and USC, Silicon Valley inves-
tor strategy is to throw money at so many different start-ups that one unicorn
will emerge. The practice is a high-functioning lottery. For instance, rather than
partnering in the case of 2U, the Lambda School promised to compete with uni-
versities directly through boot camps, the classic disputer to the space. But the
company has been mired in controversy after being sued for a false advertisement
that revealed only 30% of its graduates could be placed into jobs (Woo 2021) and
eventually reshuffled its operations (Mascarenhas 2021). The failure of this kind,
though, does not matter in the Californian Ideology when every venture is a lottery
ticket (Barbrook and Cameron 1996)—Lambda can merely be tossed away after
finding out it is not a winner. The difference is that education cannot play roulette
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with the future of students’ educational lives. Institutions of education must be
institutions to build common trust in the system that helped it thrive for so long.

Lessons Learned and New Visions

Universities cannot discount everything that happened during Covid-19, as there
will be trends that are never going away. For instance, some meetings are perfectly
fine to conduct via Zoom. But if professors find that their in-person classes can
always be 100% replicated online, it might be time to update the curriculum with
some innovative pedagogy that takes consideration of space and place. Likewise,
if the campus has no meaning or connection to the surrounding community it is
located in, then it is time for the administration to reach and foster deeper connec-
tions. Local connections create stronger bonds, especially important in an environ-
ment of growing institutional distrust. For instance, Americans have consistently
held negative perceptions of the national education system while at the same time
rating their local schools more positively—patterns that were consistent throughout
the pandemic (Starr 2021).

There is something undeniably human about the local or the familiar, along
with the people and institutions that inhabit this uniquely personal space for eve-
ryone. Martin Luther King famously said, ‘[t]here is nothing more powerful than
the tramp, tramp of marching feet’. While today he has a near-universal approval
rating, he was loathed by large portions of the country, even targeted by the FBI as
a supposed threat to national security. King was a self-proclaimed gadfly—he was
there in-person protesting and causing a scene to bring attention to the cause of
social justice. His legacy has lived on, especially for the younger generations, with
a robust protest movement over various eras. Most recently, this display could be
seen with the George Floyd protests in the summer of 2021. Anyone could watch
these happening live throughout the summer on live streaming channels such as
Woke.net. These incredible images of people around the world marching, protest-
ing, and drawing attention to the cause were undoubtedly amplified due to social
media. We could see them happening live, but they grabbed our attention like no
other recent movement because we were seeing that people were there in-person on
the streets, sometimes our own streets. It was not simply a tweet or a hashtag; those
are just organizing tools.

The lesson should not be to simply discount all online education or communities.
In fact, in the report that most Zoomers preferred in-person classes (Nguyen et al.
2021), there was still a small minority of students who wanted online education.
Georgia Institute of Technology, for instance, has created an online computer sci-
ence degree that is a fraction of the cost of competitors that has been well-received
by the sector (Carey 2019). There is space for these students and environments. After
all, there are certainly communities created with ties through massively multiplayer
online (MMO) games such as guilds on World of Warcraft. These ties and relation-
ships can be real, even if constructed virtually. Likewise, people with disabilities or
other concerns that disallows them from returning to campus may request accommo-
dations that offer them a digital space within a university. These must be parts of an
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institution going forward and they cannot be forgotten under the same profit motive
that drives Silicon Valley. The good news is that the infrastructure already exists
to continue making these accommodations to those who absolutely need them; the
bad news is that some of this infrastructure has already been hijacked by corporate
interests. The threat is perfectly exhibited by Facebook becoming ‘Meta’ and heavily
investing in the virtual reality Metaverse (Young 2021). Zuckerberg and his com-
pany are already targeting physical education spaces. The question everyone should
be asking: do we really want our universities to look more like Facebook?

There are new visions for organizing the university along socialist trajecto-
ries that we find valuable, although they are not without difficult challenges. We
find the ideas of Josh Winn (2015) and Mike Neary (2020) particularly instruc-
tive. The composition of capitalism has gone through many transformations since
Marx’s time (Keynesian capitalism, neoliberal capitalism, communicative, or
cognitive capitalism), but Marx’s labor theory of value still offers much explana-
tory power today, as we acknowledge that major economic crashes have power-
ful impacts on families and local and international communities and the educa-
tional institutions that serve them. The crises haunting neoliberal capitalism are
very real. This new century has already witnessed three economic crashes (2000,
2008, and 2020), each worse than the one before, underlining the core salient
issues facing the US population such as the extreme levels of debt in the USA—
government, corporate, and household—which are all at historical records and
rising. Extreme inequality has become a central distinguishing feature of life in
the USA, and the Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted and exacerbated this eco-
nomic inequality, often along racial lines, as rising poverty and social divisions
escalate (Wolff 2021).

The world was shocked at how a rich global superpower like the USA (that has
4.25% of the world’s population yet accounts for about 20% of global deaths from
Covid-19) could have failed so miserably to cope with a viral pandemic (Wolff
2021). As neoliberal capitalism degenerates further into a neo-feudal-austerity-
gangster-capitalism with its megabanks and megafirms, critical educators look to
education to bring about opportunities to create a social universe in which value
production (i.e., monetized wealth) no longer becomes the basis of everyday life,
including university life. They look, in other words, toward prosperity through
cooperation rather than competition. Clearly, the neoliberal university has to
move beyond neoliberalism and that means participating in new social relations
of production and innovative cultural and institutional relations.

Winn (2015) and Neary (2020) have contributed to a reimagining of the uni-
versity outside of the constraints of neoliberal capital’s cult of efficiency, busi-
ness-driven objectives and instrumentalism that is designed to support the future
development of corporations. They have contributed to developing the framework
of a worker-cooperative university with teachers and students functioning as pro-
ducers for the public good, as protagonistic agents furthering the development of
new production relations for the commons, for the public good. The purpose of
the university as a worker cooperative is to bring teachers and students together
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so that they can become collective agents of historical development. It requires
theorizing the role of labor and property in a university context (Winn 2015).
Here, university campuses can break out of the role and form of the factory and
become places of solidarity with social movements, new and old, as well as labor
unions and teachers unions who may be open to socialist alternatives. Given that
‘cooperative values and principles are already aligned with what we might think of
as academic values and principles’, it becomes increasingly possible to advance new
initiatives for reimaging universities on the model of the worker-cooperative rather
than corporate-owned factory and in the context of the student as producer (Winn
2015: 41). The cooperative values that could inform the new design of the univer-
sity would include, according to Winn: Self-help, Self-responsibility, Democracy,
Equality, Equity, and Solidarity. The principles are Voluntary and Open Member-
ship; Democratic Member Control; Member Economic Participation; Autonomy
and Independence; Education, Training and Information; Cooperation among Coop-
eratives; and Concern for Community. Key characteristics of worker cooperatives:

are concerned with the dignity of work and the importance of democratic self-
management; the free association of workers; that members of the co-operative
collectively employ themselves to undertake the work; the distinction of worker
co-operatives from wage-labor and individual self-employment; democratic
decision-making; and autonomy from the State and other third-parties with
respect to management of the co-operative and control over the means of pro-
duction. (Winn 2015: 42)

The platform for building worker cooperatives and for rethinking the very idea of
academic labor in this era of cognitive capitalism would, in this model, be the inter-
national cooperative movement (Winn 2015).

Winn’s (2015) and Neary’s (2020) call for the transformation of the university
into a worker-owned and managed cooperative university that would control the
means of knowledge production. A model that could potentially produce new forms
of social knowledge through a ‘common ownership’ form of property relations that
transforms the distinction between ‘public’ and ‘private’ in order to create an ‘aaca-
demic commons’ designed for the good of the community. This would involve a
new type of student—teacher relationship through forms of solidarity, equality, and
mutuality in terms of the division of labor. Here, neoliberal business models based
on institutional precedents are replaced by Freirean dialogical models grounded in
historical materialist analysis that stresses the development of critical consciousness
and protagonistic agency and what Winn (2015) and Neary (2020) refer to as the
student as producer. Covid-19, however, forced an entire generation to shift their
lives online, moving further away from these types of community approaches and
only entrenching the Silicon Valley model to higher education. The lesson of the
pandemic should be that the promises of growth, efficiency, and commercial digiti-
zation from for-profit businesses should not replace the local commitment, physical
space, and public good of universities. If the latter ideals are abandoned for the for-
mer, it will be the downfall of our sector.
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