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Preface

As I open my laptop to write this preface, I reflect that this book has turned out
somewhat differently from the one I thought I would write back in February
2021 when I started putting together a proposal. This, I feel, reflects some of the
circumstances that surround writing it. First, although I am finishing it now in
February 2024, it is in many ways a Covid-19 lockdown book. It is increasingly
clear to me that the themes of being seen or not seen, being surveilled, being
invisible, seclusion and co-presence or the lack of it are interconnected with the
lived experience of the pandemic. This coincided with another major change to
my professional direction, in which I was lucky enough to be granted a three-year
tull-time Leverhulme Major Research Fellowship to pursue my solo studies. The
combination of two years of on—off lockdowns in the UK followed by a solitary
desk-based project has given me ample opportunity to reflect on the nature
of academic work, and that experience has had the effect of moving my focus
towards a preoccupation with the rich, subtle and (to me) somewhat mysterious
nature of the lived experience of study, scholarship and being part of a university,
leading me to take my first steps into the postphenomenology of practice. Now
that I have come to the end of this book (which has been written in a variety
of locations sporadically across around three years, interspersed with various
papers), I am aware of the influence of both my complex-lived experience of
writing it and the profound philosophical shift I have experienced.

This is not a book about algorithms as such, despite the title. It is not a
technical investigation into what algorithms are, what they do or how they
operate in the university in a strict sense. There are many other scholars far more
qualified than me to take on that important and highly topical field of enquiry.
My previous work has attempted to explore how the digital is experienced in
study practices, scholarship and authorship; in my last book and other papers, I
made a case, alongside others in my field, for the notion of the agency of digital
technologies and devices, entangled with bodies and texts in human/non-
human relationships and assemblages, following posthuman theory. From that
point, I became interested in thinking about the agency of digital technologies

in more depth.



Preface vii

In 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic, in the UK as in many countries,
schools were closed for long periods due to the government policy of lockdowns.
As a result, high school exams were cancelled, and a standardization algorithm
was used by the school regulator bodies in England, Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland to predict school students’ results. When the A-level results
were released (exams taken at age eighteen and used for university entrance),
a substantial proportion of students received grades lower than their teachers’
predictions. There was a huge and extended public outcry, and eventually
the government backed down and allowed the teacher-predicted grades to
be used instead. This is a brief simplification of a very complex story (see e.g.
Bedingfield 2020 for more details), but it was at that point that I started to think
about the power and agency of not only the algorithm but the whole culture
that surrounded it, the fact that it was ‘believed” and trusted by the government
over the teachers, the society-wide struggle that ensued and the real-life harms
that emanated from it. The algorithm had been imbued with authority by
the government as a means of avoiding anticipated ‘grade inflation’; in other
words, teachers were not to be trusted with predicting the students’ grades in
the absence of exams, but the algorithm could be. I did not choose to research
this specific incident as my field of inquiry is the university, but it sparked my
interest. Until then, as a distinctly non-technical researcher of the digital with a
background in philosophy and applied linguistics, I had considered algorithms
as a topic rather distant from my scholarly project. However, the 2020 exam
grading controversy made me consider the notion of digitization and algorithms
as agentive social and political forces, and as potent ideas, as opposed to mere
technical entities. I soon discovered a rich seam of literature which had already
explored these ideas in depth. Around the same time, I was taking an interest
in Science and Technology Studies (STS) and exploring the extensive literature
on the social nature of technology. Until that point, I had tended to focus on
digital technologies in higher education taking a fairly ‘close-up’ perspective,
often concentrating on the detail of individual study practices. This remains my
focus, but I was interested in combining that with a consideration of the broader
social, political and material forces at work. I came across the influential concept
of sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff and Kim 2009) in STS and wondered if
that concept might provide some theoretical purchase on the phenomenon of
algorithms and higher education.

The exam controversy and the failure of the algorithm seemed to me to be
intrinsically connected with seeing, and not seeing, with occlusion, abstraction

and elision in that form of gaze. This contrasted, I thought, with the ways in
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which the teachers had ‘seen’ the students and how the algorithm had distorted
them, in a way that caused extensive damage. I had been reading work in
surveillance studies and began to consider whether I could theorize algorithms
as agents that see in ways which are profoundly different from how people see,
with far-reaching effects. I then came across work on the data gaze (Beer 2019),
which led me to develop the idea further into the algorithmic gaze. The notion
of algorithmic cultures (Roberge and Seyfert 2016) allowed me to adopt a looser
definition of what I meant by algorithmic.

I was interested in practices such as author bibliometrics, learning analytics
and the smart campus, but I also felt that there are other seeing/watching
practices like regimes of audit and rankings which are not perhaps at first glance
strongly associated with algorithms, but I felt were operating under the same
logic, the same ideology. I used the notion of algorithmic cultures to expand
my definition, perhaps stretching it too far; I will leave that judgement in the
hands of critics, as I am not sure about that point myself and recognize it to be
a speculative element of my analysis. This led me to puzzle over why I linked
all of this, and the question of what this encompassing ideology might be. The
obvious conclusion might be neoliberalism and the marketized nature of UK
higher education, and I broadly agree with the many scholars who have made
that argument. But I thought there was more to it than that, a more deep-seated
fantasy at work. Again, I came back to the idea that it had something to do with
abstraction, seeing and not seeing. I considered what was occluded in all these
practices, and it occurred to me that perhaps it was actually quite simple. What
was not seen was the human. But not only that, I came to feel that the human was
not only being unseen; but being actively erased by an unspoken but powerful
transhuman ethos.

I then considered how I might approach such a topic. I had used Adams
and Thomson’s (2016) approach to ‘researching posthuman worlds’ in my last
book and found it very generative. I began to investigate phenomenology in
more detail, and wondered if it might offer me a form of inquiry into what it
is like to live under these various algorithmic gazes. I decided to adapt Adams
and Turville’s (2018) postphenomenology of practice to explore the lifeworld
existentials of having captured (or evading) these gazes, an approach based
on the work of Max van Manen and his phenomenology of practice, combined
with insights from Don Thde’s postphenomenology. The pre-reflective and
observational nature of the postphenomenological methodology I have used led
me to reflect on my own lived experience and observations of the lifeworlds of

others in my immediate context. For that reason, the focus is on the UK system
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and my own university. However, I would suggest that the issues I consider in
this book are relevant internationally in a range of other contexts, where the
surveillant gaze of algorithmic cultures is actively and agentively influencing
universities, scholarship and academic lives. I am also aware that since I started
this book, the introduction of generative Als such as ChatGPT has made the issue
of the influence of algorithms on education all the more urgent for educators
and researchers. The questions raised regarding knowledge, authorship, and
subjecthood are complex and are already prominent in the research agenda of
this field, and my intention is to consider that in my next round of scholarly
work.

In Chapter 1, I begin by interrogating the notion of ‘transformation, which
I argue is prevalent to the point of near ubiquity in discourses surrounding the
digital in education. Tracing the use of the term in the literature, I consider it
in the light of the construct of the sociotechnical imaginary (Jasanoff and Kim
2009), considering whether there is some form of imaginary at work which both
expresses and is underpinned by an implicit transhumanist ideology, which
seeks to occlude elements which are, I contend, central to the lifeworld of the
university. I consider the concept of the postdigital, suggesting that it too may be
founded to some extent on transhumanist notions of escape from the limitations
of human biology and social conventions.

In Chapter 2, I review some key critical literature on digitization and ‘big data’
in education, with a focus on how this also reflects imaginaries of future education
in which the human is optimized, then moving on to consider Beer’s (2019)
notion of the agentive data gaze and his related concept of the data imaginary. 1
then consider work in surveillance studies, in particular Lyon’s (2018) notion of
surveillance cultures, in which citizens may comply with surveillance in order to
gain access to leisure or social media, or other desired goods or services. Lyon’s
analysis reveals the complexity and ambiguity of our relationship to surveillance
in contemporary society, a point which I return to later in the book. I review
the literature on algorithms, algorithmic cultures and code space and go on to
propose the concept of the algorithmic gaze, a gaze which does more than watch
but also intervenes, drawing on the notion of algorithmic cultures, which act on
society and govern daily life.

In Chapter 3 I set out the approach used throughout the book. My intention
is to focus on daily life in the contemporary university under the algorithmic
gaze, considering different types of gaze in terms of lived experience, in an
effort to uncover the essence of the experience of these phenomena. Drawing
on Max van Manen’s phenomenology of practice (2014, 2023), I focus on his
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lifeworld existentials, which are lived space, lived body, lived time and lived
others. I review and discuss relevant work in postphenomenology, in particular
Adams and Turville’s (2018) postphenomenology of practice, which 1 adapt
for my analysis, focusing on van Mannen’s four categories of experience by
composing anecdotes through self-observation, description through interview
and composing anecdotes through observation of others. Any deviations from
these sources in my adaptation of this approach are, of course, my own scholarly
responsibility.

In taking this approach, I immediately discerned that there is a high degree
of overlap across the categories of lived space, lived body, lived time and lived
others and arguably it is nigh impossible to separate these meaningfully as all
are intertwined in the flow of lived experience. However, following van Manen
and Adams and Turville, I do so for analytical purposes in order to allow for
possible insights which might not present themselves clearly otherwise. I include
materiality and physical objects in ‘lived space] in addition to the layout and
appearance of texts and online platforms. In ‘lived body, I include my physical
position, embodied actions, emotions and personal facts where relevant. In
‘lived time, I include not only the temporality of the experience being described
but also any relevant discussion of past and future time. In ‘lived others) I
include relationality during the phenomenon described and any other forms of
relationality to others which are relevant. Throughout this and my subsequent
analysis, I pose a further question of ‘what is the nature of the gaze?’

Chapter 4 is the first of two analysis chapters and considers a range of
phenomena which I propose constitute examples of the audit gaze, trained
on academic staff. I focus first on the literature relating to self-surveillance
technology of the author’s bibliometric h-index, then address the four lifeworld
existentials via self-observation. The second example I look at is the UK-based
Research Excellence Framework (REF). I review the literature, drawing on
particular on Pardo-Guerras (2023) book, The Quantified Scholar. 1 then
consider the phenomenon with reference to my lived experience of the ‘mock
REF. My third example is international university league tables, specifically
the Quacquarelli Symonds (QS) rankings. I draw on the associated literature,
drawing on the work of Brankovi¢ and Locke, among others and then explore
the lifeworld existentials in this case through my own experience, observation of
others and the institution.

Chapter 5 looks at what I suggest are instances of the performative gaze,
which I argue is a gaze that is more interventionist in day-to-day practices
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and experiences, demanding a particular type of embodied response and
performance. I look at three examples of this gaze; the first consists of an
analysis of video- conferencing technologies such as Zoom and Teams. I refer
to an anecdote provided by a participant in the University College London
(UCL) Moving Online to Teaching and Homeworking study as part of an
interview (Gourlay 2022a) and explore the lifeworld existentials by considering
a composite self-observation and observation of another on a video call. The
second example is taken from the field of learning analytics, considering
the potential effects of a learning analytics dashboard on a student, with a
composed anecdote. The third and final example focuses on surveillance on
the physical campus, developing an analysis of the infrared sensor technology
OccupEye, used in a university library. I provide an overview of the technology
and the controversies surrounding it, then again address my questions, this
time by means of two contrasting composed anecdotes tracing a student
visiting UCL library.

In Chapter 6, I argue that the effects of the algorithmic gaze in the university
render core aspects of lived human experience and daily university routines
invisible, in terms of space, the body, time and others. I discuss recent
commentaries which have sought to resist the influence of the digital on society
and the university, some arguing for a return to analogue practices and ways of
being. I return to my critique of the influence of transhumanism and conclude
with a call for a reconsideration of the central value of these fugitive practices,
which take place in the interstices, outside of the audit and performative forces
of the algorithmic gaze.

This book interleaves, extends and deepens analyses published in the
following papers: Gourlay, L. (2020), ‘Quarantined, sequestered, closed:
theorising academic bodies under Covid-19 lockdown, Postdigital Science
and Education (2), 791-811; Gourlay, L. (2021a), “There is no virtual learning:
the materiality of digital education, Journal of New Approaches in Educational
Research (10), 1: 57-66; Gourlay, L. (2021b), ‘Presence, absence, and alterity:
fire space and Goffman’s selves in postdigital education;, Postdigital Science and
Education (4), 57-69; Gourlay, L. (2022a), ‘Digital masks: screens, selves, and
symbolic hygiene in online higher education, Learning, Media and Technology
47 (3), 398-406; Gourlay, L. (2022b), ‘Surveillance and datafication in higher
education: documentation of the human, Postdigital Science and Education;
Gourlay, L. (2023), ‘Postdigital/more-than-digital: ephemerality, seclusion,
and copresence in the university, In Jandri¢, P., MacKenzie, A. and Knox, J.
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(eds.), Postdigital Research: Genealogies, Challenges and Future Perspectives.
London: Springer; Gourlay, L. (2024a), Is a star a document? Catalogued
students and learning analytics, Postdigital Science and Education; Gourlay, L.
(2024b), ‘Fugitive pathways: sensors, lines and knots in the academic library’,
In Bohlman, M. and Breil, P. (eds.), Postphenomenology and Technologies in
Educational Settings. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill.
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Dreams of Transcendence

Introduction

This chapter will provide a critical overview and synthesis of the notion that
digital technologies and devices bring about a ‘transformation’ in higher
education, with a particular focus on the idea that digitization allows students
and academics to ‘transcend’ a range of barriers at university. These include
geographical, physical and material contexts. It will begin by arguing that these
claims are implicitly founded on the notion of transcendence of the human and
will present a critique of the notion of transhumanism, arguing that it implicitly
contributes to fantasies and possibly sociotechnical imaginaries regarding
human flourishing and potential, which in turn influence education. Digital
mediation combined with utopian/dystopian discourses regarding the future,
I will propose, forms a potent gathering point for imaginaries of transcendence
and transhumanism. I argue that these discourses distort the reality of day-to-
day embodied and material experience of the university. This will lay out some of
the important theoretical foundations and the postphenomenological approach
to be used throughout the book.

I will begin by exploring the possible bases of these claims, drawing on Jasanoft
and Kim’s (2009) notion of the sociotechnical imaginary, which they originally
defined as ‘collectively imagined forms of social life and social order reflected
in the design and fulfilment of nation-specific scientific and/or technological
projects’ (Jasanoff and Kim 2009: 120). I will argue that the assumptions
surrounding digital ‘transformations’ of higher education are ideologically
similar to the philosophy of transhumanism. I will provide a critical overview of
this set of ideas and will set out how I see their influence in universities, arguing
for a return to four elements of the lived experience of contemporary higher
education that I propose are being threatened in this process: embodiment,

ephemerality, seclusion and co-presence. This critique and alternative proposal
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will underpin the rest of the book. In subsequent chapters, I will discuss this
beyond the more obvious digital regimes of audit and surveillance, examining
the perhaps less obvious roles of algorithmic cultures in the day-to-day life of
higher education. With reference to academic staft, this includes a consideration
of author metrics in the form of the h-index, a national audit of research outputs
in the UK Research Excellence Framework (REF), the international university
rankings in the form of the QS Rankings, and a separate chapter on video

conferencing, learning analytics and infrared scanners on campus.

‘Transformation’ in higher education

A Google search conducted this morning (late February 2024) using the
words ‘transforming education’ generated 814,000,000 pages of results. The
search on Google Scholar generated 7,1500,000 pages. Narrowing the search
to ‘transforming higher education’ also finds millions of webpages. The notion
that education is in need of ‘transformation’ is strikingly pervasive in media
commentary, educational research and policy discourse; so much so that it may
seem in some sense obvious, an unquestionably positive aspiration. However,
it is worth looking more closely at the notion of transformation and the work
that the word is doing. Clearly, it is part of the role of society to pay attention
to educational standards and outcomes in order to promote human flourishing,
equality of opportunity and meet society’s needs in terms of knowledge and skills.
It is also undeniable that education must change in response to/in interaction
with changes in society and new challenges faced by humanity. Educational
discourses are also replete with references to ‘improvement’ or ‘enhancement.
“Transform;, however, is something different. The Online Etymology Dictionary
(2024) traces the origin of the word to the mid-fourteenth century, defining
it as a transitive verb ‘to change the form of” from the old French word
transformer, which came from the Latin transformare meaning ‘change in shape,
metamorphose, from trans meaning ‘across, beyond” and formare meaning ‘to
form’. It traces the intransitive sense to the 1590s, meaning ‘to undergo a change
of form’ The emphasis is not simply on qualitative improvement of an existing
entity but on a fundamental metamorphosis, becoming something else entirely.
There is, then, a widespread idea that education should not simply improve
but ought to be made into something else altogether. This implies that there is a
major problem, even a crisis which must be addressed; why else would millions

of webpages and missions of academic articles aspire to this goal? Education is
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implicitly cast as flawed, problematic and in need of urgent remediation. Harvey
and Knight in their (1996) book Transforming Higher Education, contrast the
concepts of ‘quality’ and ‘transformation’ Reporting on a large-scale research
project in the UK during a period in which ‘quality assurance’ of teaching in
higher education was receiving more emphasis from government, they state,
‘Our case is that quality needs to be understood as a transformative process’
(1996: vii), identifying a tension between what they characterize as ‘quality-
as-accountability’ and ‘quality-as-transformation, with the former leading to
‘compliance culture, and ‘not, in fact, producing the transformation in students
that is called for in our view’ (1996: vii). This introduces another dimension of
the transformative urge; the notion that the students must also be transformed.
The authors refer to this directly, referring to their title: “Transformation lies
at the heart of this book as the title implies. The deliberate pun in the title is
intended to highlight both the need to transform higher education for the
twenty-first century and that higher education is itself a major transformative
process’ (Harvey and Knight 1996: vii). They set out the rationale:

If higher education is to play an effective role in education for the twenty-first
century then it must focus its attention on the transformative process of learning.
A prime goal should be to transform learners so they are able to take initiative,
work with independence, to choose appropriate frames of reference, while
being able to see the limitations of those frameworks and stand outside of them
when necessary. To be an effective transformative process, higher education
must itself be transformed, we argue, so that it produces transformative agents:
critical reflective learners able to cope with a rapidly changing world. (Harvey
and Knight 1996: viii)

They then expand on the notion of ‘quality as transformation, echoing the
definition provided above: “The transformative view of quality is rooted in the
notion of “qualitative change”, a fundamental change of form. Ice is transformed
into water and eventually steam if it experiences an increase in temperature.
While the increase in temperature can be measured, the transformation involves
a qualitative change. Ice has different qualities from those of steam or water’
(Harvey and Knight 1996: 7). They go on to include as part of transformation
‘cognitive transcendence;, linking this to discussions of dialectical transformation
in the works of Aristotle, Kant, Hegel and Marx, also referencing transcendental
philosophies such as Buddhism and Janism (Harvey and Knight 1996). They
suggest two elements of transformative quality in education: enhancing the

participant and empowering the participant. Proposing the notion of critical
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transformation, they state that “Transformation is a process of transmutation
of one form into another’ (Harvey and Knight 1996: 10). The book explores the
theme in more depth, but for the purposes of this review, these definitions are
illuminating in that they make explicit the aspiration for the student to undergo
a complete change of form; it is worth noting that the term transmutation in
physics refers to a change from one element to another or in biology, a change of
species. What is noteworthy here is the emphasis on this complete change from
one type of being to another.

Ashwin (2020) in a book-length work Transforming University Education: A
Manifesto, puts forward an incisive critique of the dominance of the economic
justification for university degree. He provides a nuanced discussion of the
tensions between the reproductive and transformative effects of university
education, but still maintains that the purpose of university education should
be as follows, ‘It is understood in this book as an education that is personally
transformative to the students concerned. Personally transformative because
it changes who they are, their understanding of the world, and their ability to
change the world. This book argues that the central educational purpose of an
undergraduate degree is to transform students in this way’ (Ashwin 2020: 8-9).
He elaborates on why he chose the word ‘transformation’: “The unambiguous
meaning of the title of this book “Transforming University Education” is
deliberate. The book is about the ways in which a university education can
contribute to transformation of students and society; it is about how we can
change university education to make this transformation more likely’ (Ashwin
2020: 9).

I am in wholehearted agreement with the thrust of Ashwins book, in
particular his calling out of a range of ‘myths’ surrounding higher education,
such as ‘the myth of graduate premiums, and ‘the myth of generic skills’ (Ashwin
2020: 10). His analysis represents a bracing challenge to received wisdom
surrounding what a university degree should be. However, I would counter
that both the need and the potential for ‘transformation’ of the student, society
and university education itself is also a myth that needs to be questioned. The
discourse of equipping students with the capabilities to ‘change the world’ is
another pervasive trope in educational circles which requires scrutiny. There
are clearly a range of major problems and challenges facing humanity, which
education needs to address. However, I would argue that ascribing as an
intrinsic part of the core purpose of undergraduate education the potential
for the individual to ‘change the world’ is somewhat utopian, unrealistic, and

arguably draws upon a strongly humanistic ‘saviour’ narrative in which the
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world is a bounded and singular separate entity to be saved by individual
creativity.

Discourses concerning technology and education also refer frequently to the
notion of ‘transformation, as any web search amply demonstrates. If anything,
the emphasis on transformation intensifies in discussions of the digital, which
is frequently portrayed as transformative, or even ‘revolutionary’ force, a kind
of lightning rod for radical change, via a solutionist discourse. The concept of
transformation regarding education appears to have two main applications. One
is that education should be a force for transformation of individuals, society,
nations and even globally. These aspirations manifest themselves in higher
education at the level of individual students and are also apparent in discourses
of opportunity and employability. Clearly, these are, on the face of it, worthy
goals for higher education institutions and, taking the UK as an example, it
would be difficult to find a university that does not include some expression
of intent along the lines of ‘transforming lives’ in their mission statement. On a
larger scale, universities also commonly aspire to transform local communities
and society at large, in addition to aspiring to address global challenges such as
climate change. As with the claims made about the effect on individuals, these
visions appear laudable, and it may seem contrary to critique them.

However, critical questions may be raised regarding these pervasive
discourses, the first of which might be ‘why transformation?’ As discussed above,
to transform something is not to improve it while retaining or maintaining
elements which may be of value. It is to change it fundamentally, so it becomes
something else. It then follows that the object of transformation must be in some
respect fundamentally problematic, flawed and unacceptable. Everything must
g0, to be replaced anew. The question remains as to why exactly ‘transformation’
should be proposed as the solution to global challenges, implying that regions,
communities and society should change in all their fundamentals. Arguably,
a further critical point could be made regarding this situating of socially
transformative agency in higher education as opposed to in the political arena,
where the power resides to make economically truly transformational decisions.
There may be evidence that universities can bring about improvements to livesand
communities, but it is not apparent that there are many examples of universities
effecting root and branch social transformation in a literal sense. It is also hard to
imagine how this might take place. A large proportion of individuals who attend
universities are drawn from socioeconomically privileged backgrounds; for
these people, a university degree is unlikely to be transformative, rather it allows

them to maintain their position in that privileged social class. The situation is
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admittedly different in the case of widening participation, where perhaps claims
of transformation of individual lives can be more justified. However, the claim
does not seem to hold up more broadly.

It might be countered that the word is largely used as a rhetorical flourish by
university marketing departments to create an attractive brand in a marketized
and neoliberal system, and that, if pressed, it seems unlikely that university leaders
seriously desire to effect change in this fundamental manner or believe that this
is really within the gift of higher education. Prospective students and any reader
of a university mission statement are perhaps understood to be sophisticated
consumers of this type of marketing of education as a ‘product;, and it might be
assumed that they do not take the claim literally, but rather understanding it as
a slogan. However, universities, I would contend, have a particular duty towards
precision, criticality and truth and should therefore consider carefully the words
deployed to describe their mission. However, it is understandable in the ‘arms
race’ to attract students and well-qualified staff, universities may feel the need to
reach for hyperbole. It would be a brave senior team who deployed an accurate
but modest strapline, such as Tmproving prospects for some, doing some useful
research, and helping the local area.

However, leaving aside the effects of marketization, it is worth considering
why it is that higher education leaders, and indeed politicians and other
commentators, are drawn to the idea that education should bea driver of profound
change, as opposed to regarding it as a means to equip predominantly younger
people with the capabilities and knowledge to take their places in society in terms
of their professional lives, in a manner that focuses more on maintenance and
development of the professions and academic disciplines. The purpose of higher
education is a complex philosophical topic with a large literature which spans
centuries and, as such, lies outside of the scope of this book. However, I would
like to focus on this specific point, this pervasive discourse and underlying belief
that universities are and should be transformative and transformed in a manner
which would bring about radical changes to people’s lives, would entirely solve
large-scale socioeconomic problems and in a manner which would lead to
education’s own transformation.

To analyse this tendency, more than one approach might be adopted. One
could examine the history of higher education and society, perhaps tracing the
roots of this tendency to post-enlightenment visions of progress or to romantic
notions of individual self-fulfilment. More recently, the post-war settlement in
Western Europe may be identified as a force that influenced the expansion of
higher education, with this accelerated in the UK in the 1990s under the aegis



Dreams of Transcendence 7

of New Labour. Historians of education have made a range of contributions to
our understanding of how and why the contemporary university has emerged
in its present form. For the purposes of this book, I would like to analyse this
phenomenon drawing on concepts from Science and Technology Studies (STS),
surveillance studies and phenomenology. I consider the extent to which the
concept of the sociotechnical imaginary may provide theoretical purchase. I will
suggest that the notion of transformation by higher education is underpinned by
utopian beliefs and discourses about the potentials of digital technology, which
are ultimately related, even founded, on transhumanist fantasies regarding
transcendence of human biological limitations. Throughout the rest of the book,
I will seek to substantiate this thesis with an examination of a range of practices in
higher education concerning the influence of algorithmic cultures, surveillance
technologies and cultures of audit and performativity. I will contend that these
practices, while stopping short of achieving the goals of transhumanism, serve
to occlude or work against embodiment, ephemerality, seclusion, co-presence and
ultimately human subjecthood as it unfolds.

Sociotechnical imaginaries

Jasanoff and Kim proposed the now-influential term sociotechnical imaginaries,
which they originally defined as ‘collectively imagined forms of social life and
social order reflected in the design and fulfilment of nation-specific scientific
and/or technological projects’ (Jasanoff and Kim 2009: 120). In a paper
analysing the development and regulation of nuclear power in the United States
and in South Korea, they advance the construct as a means by which to theorize
the relationship between science and technology and political power, with
a focus on ‘the promotion and reception of science and technology (S&T) by
non-scientific actors and institutions’ (Jasanoft and Kim 2009). They pose the
questions, ‘what constitutes the public good, which publics should be served
by investments in S&T, who should participate in steering science and by what
means, and how should controversies be resolved about the pace or direction
of research and development? . . . how do national S&T projects encode and
reinforce particular conceptions of what a nation stands for?’ (Jasanoff and Kim
2009). Imaginaries refer to ‘attainable futures and prescribe futures that states
believe ought to be attained’ (Jasanoff and Kim 2009). Their analysis is historical
and longitudinal and focuses on recurrent discursive elements in the two

nations’ policy narratives. For them, imagination is not a mere fantasy nor is it
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something which resides only in the mind of the individual; it should be seen as

a collective cultural resource. They link it to various strands of theory as follows:

imagination helps produce systems of meaning that enable collective
interpretations of social reality (Castoriadis 1987); it forms the basis for a shared
sense of belonging and attachment to a political community (Anderson 1991);
it provides the gaze through which ‘the Other’ is constructed and represented
(Said 1978); and it guides the simplification and standardisation of human
subjects so as to govern them more efficiently (Foucault 1977; Bowker and Star
1999; Scott 1998). In short, imagination, viewed as ‘an organized field of social
practices’ serves as a key ingredient in making social order (Appadurai 1996;
Taylor 2004). (Jasanoff and Kim 2009: 122)

As they point out, imaginaries ‘are almost always imbued with implicit
understandings of what is good or desirable in the social world writ large’
(Jasanoft and Kim 2009). As such, they are also ‘social imaginaries. They
differentiate imaginaries from policy agendas, as they are ‘less explicit, less issue-
specific, less goal-directed, less politically accountable, and less instrumental;
they reside in the reservoir of norms and discourses, metaphors and cultural
meanings out of which actors build their policy preferences’ (Jasanoff and Kim
2009: 123).

They also draw a distinction between imaginaries and ‘master narratives,
such as the contemporary narrative that science equals progress: ‘Unlike master
narratives, which are often extrapolated from past events and serve explanatory
or justificatory purposes, imaginaries are instrumental and futuristic: they
project visions of what is good, desirable, and worth attaining for a political
community; they articulate feasible futures’ (Jasanoft and Kim 2009: 123).

Continuing their definition by clarifying what imaginaries are not, they also
differentiate them from discursive frames guiding media representations of
science and technology, referring to what Gamson and Modigliani called ‘media
packages), ‘interpretive packages that give meaning to an issue’ (1989: 3), with
the example given of a ‘runaway’ nuclear accident. Unlike media packages,
which consist of repeated words and images used to communicate with the
public, imaginaries are ‘active exercises of state power, such as the selection
of development priorities, the allocation of funds, the investment in material
infrastructures, and the acceptance or suppression of political dissent’ (Jasanoft
and Kim 2009: 123). ‘In short, imaginaries operate for us in the understudied
regions of between imagination and action[,] between discourse and

decision, and between inchoate public opinion and instrumental state policy’
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(Jasanoft and Kim 2009). Importantly, they do not regard entities such as the
nation state to be black-boxed or immutable; instead, they are theorized as being
‘reimagined, or re-performed, in the projection, production, implementation,
and uptake of sociotechnical imaginaries: in short, how technoscientific and
political orders are co-produced’ (Jasanoff and Kim 2009: 124). Jasanoft (2015)
elaborates on the concept in her discussion of the ‘Dreamscapes of Modernity’
in an edited collection (Jasanoff and Kim 2015). Here, Jasanoff considers the
2009 definition and sets out the need for it to be ‘refined and extended in order
to do justice to the myriad ways in which scientific and technical visions enter
into the assemblages of materiality, meaning, and morality that constitute
robust forms of social life’ (Jasanoft 2015: 4). Importantly, she proposes that
the construct need not be limited to an analysis at the level of a nation state
but can also be applied to other organizations and bodies. A ‘vanguard vision’
(Hilgartner 2015) may originate in an individual, but for Jasanoff, it can only be
regarded as an imaginary if communally adopted. There may also be multiple
imaginaries co-existing in a society and in tension with each other, they are
not monolithic. Importantly, imaginaries express ‘not only visions of what is
attainable through science and technology but also of how life ought, or ought
not, to be lived; in this respect they express a society’s shared understanding of
goodand evil’ (Jasanoff2015:4). She provides the redefinition as follows: “Taking
these complexities into account, we redefine sociotechnical imaginaries in this
book as collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed
visions of desirable futures, animated by shared understandings of forms of
social life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in
science and technology’ (Jasanoff 2015: 4).

She points out the importance of the idea of ‘desirable’ futures and how this
relates to either the tacit or explicit obverse of feared negative imagined outcomes
which may constitute harm or may simply be a fear of a lack of progress; here
utopian and dystopian thinking are in complex interplay. She points out that the
concept of the imaginary is already well established in interpretive social theory,
but there has been scant attention to linking this to what she calls ‘modernity’s
grand aspirations and adventures with science and technology’ (Jasanoff 2015: 5).
She proposes the contributions to the 2015 volume as occupying a ‘blank space’
between two literatures, ‘the construction of imaginaries in political and culture
theory and of sociotechnical systems in STS’ (Jasanoff 2015). She proposes a
series of problems on which the concept of sociotechnical imaginaries might
provide theoretical insight. It is worth listing these in full to consider whether

the themes and questions this book seeks to address fall under their ambit:
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The concept helps explain a number of otherwise troublesome problems:
why do technical trajectories diverge across polities and periods; what makes
some sociotechnical arrangements more durable than others; how do facts
and technologies transcend and reconstruct time and space; and what roles
do science and technology play in connecting the individual’s subjective self-
understanding to a shared social or moral order? (Jasanoft 2015: 5)

She sets out the genealogy of the concept, referring to the work of Durkheim
and Weber, whose seminal work highlighted the importance of common social
narratives about ‘who they are, where they have come from, and where they
are headed’ (Jasanoff 2015: 6). She provides a range of examples from social
anthropology of research into collective imagined realities. Anderson’s seminal
work Tmagined Communities, as Jasanoff puts it, ‘sliced through the divide
between ethnography and political science with his now famous definition of a
nation as “an imagined political community — and imagined as both inherently
limited and sovereign” (Anderson 1991 [1983]: 6, in Jasanoff 2015: 6-7).
Anderson sees nationalism as construct made by the collective, ‘through shared
practices of narrating, recollecting, and forgetting’ (Jasanoff 2015: 7). Taylor
(2004) goes on to expand the concept, in addressing how modernity came about:

By social imaginary, I mean something much broader and deeper than the
intellectual schemes people may entertain when they think about reality in a
disengaged mode. I am thinking, rather, of the ways people imagine their social
existence, how they fit together with others, how things go on between them and
their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the deeper normative
notions and images that underlie these expectations. (Taylor 2004: 23)

Jasanoff sets out that Taylor’s definition constitutes in STS terms, ‘an incipiently
coproductionist perspective that bridges, without explicitly saying so, the
epistemic and the normative, the objective and subjective’ (Jasanoff 2015: 7).
However, she points out that imaginaries for Taylor do not encompass ‘the
material aspects of order’ (Jasanoff 2015). She reminds us that the concept was
also used by Appadurai (1996) to critique the notion of a universal globalization,
but instead consisting of flows, or ‘scapes’ involving people, technologies,
money, communications and ideas. Importantly, imagination here is no longer
seen as an individual mental fantasy but as a set of social and material practices.
However, these intellectual antecedents paid little attention to the roles of science
and technology in the formation and maintenance of imaginaries, an omission
which Jasanoff links to Latour’s flagging up of the failure of the social sciences to

see science and technology as part of ‘the social’ and of modernity itself.
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She also draws attention to how performance and spectacle have been
overlooked in theorizations about imaginaries, with historical reference to
leaders and monarchs creating displays of power through processions and
other rituals. She cites a popular YouTube video mocking up the UK’ late
Queen Elizabeth IT apparently being parachuted into the London 2012 Olympic
stadium with the actor Daniel Craig playing James Bond (YouTube 2022), which
‘blended together memory, the monarchy, and popular culture in a performance
designed to play to every register in Britain’s happiest imaginations of itself’
(Jasanoff 2015: 10). This concept of the sociotechnical imaginary has gone on to
be highly influential in STS, as can be seen for example, in the themed special
issue of Social Studies of Science (Sismondo 2020). In his editorial, Sismondo

describes sociotechnical imaginaries as follows:

Sociotechnical imaginaries are generally future-oriented visions of connected
social and technological orders, with more or less determinism built into them.
To be analytically useful in STS, these visions need to be stable enough that
they are not just read into, but can be seen to have the possibility of shaping
terrains of choices, and thereby of actions: they are infrastructures of imagining
and planning futures . . . they are also typically contested, changeable, flexible
and loose around the edges. (Sismondo 2020: 505)

So far in this Chapter 1 have suggested that educational discourse in general,
and that concerning digital technology in particular, is dominated by notions
of ‘transformation’ which implicitly or explicitly carry notions of universities,
academic staff and their practices being fundamentally flawed and in need
of wholesale renewal. I went on to set out Jasanoff and Kim’s conception of
sociotechnical imaginaries in detail, which I suggest might be applied to these
discourses, policies and practices. I will develop the theoretical framing for
the book in the next section, where I suggest that the historical, cultural and
ideological roots of this imaginary are drawn implicitly from a philosophy of
transhumanism. I provide a critique of this position and its effects, then move
on to review relevant literature on surveillance and the notion of the data gaze.
I then set out my use of postphenomenological methodology, which I think and
write with for the rest of the book.

Transhumanism

In a fascinating work, Bostrom (2005) provides a history of the philosophy of
transhumanism, tracing its roots back into the history of humanity’s striving



12 The University and the Algorithmic Gaze

to transcend the boundaries of our existence, discussing the various ways in
which the ancients sought immortality. The notion of the ‘well-rounded’
person emerged via Renaissance humanism, along with a sense that ‘man’
(sic) could shape himself. Bostrom points out how the Enlightenment led to
rational humanism, which he sees as the root of transhumanist thought. He
highlights Nietzche’s doctrine of the Ubermensch as a precursor: ‘I teach you
the overman. Man is something that shall be overcome. What have you done
to overcome him? All beings so far have created something beyond themselves;
and do you want to be the ebb of this great flood and even go back to the beasts
rather than overcome man’ (Nietzche 1908, in Bostrom 2005: 4). For Bostrom,
Nietzche’s doctrine has only superficial similarities with transhumanism, as
Nietzche’s focus was not on technological transformation rather on a vision of
exceptional individuals achieving a high level of personal growth. However, it
might be argued that the notion of technological enhancement of the human
flows from a fantasy of human perfectibility. Bostrom traces the influence of
science fiction in the twentieth century, in which notions of bionic implants and
space travel were explored. Dystopias involving themes such as the use of mass
biotechnology and surveillance were popularized, such as Huxley’s (1932) Brave
New World and Orwell’s (1949) Nineteen Eighty-Four. Bostrom also refers to
the atrocities committed via eugenics programmes, the Nazi Holocaust and the
Rwandan genocide as outcomes of mass totalitarian political violence driven
by a desire to rid the human race of members seen as ‘unfit’ or ‘inferior’ In his
reading, the post-war era saw hopes being placed in the potentials of science
and technology for progress towards a better world. The word ‘transhumanism’
appears to have been coined by Julian Huxley (brother of the author Aldous),
who proposed it as follows: “The human species can, if it wishes, transcend itself
- not just sporadically, an individual here in one way, an individual there in
another way - but in its entirety, as humanity. We need a name for this belief.
Perhaps transhumanism will serve: man remaining man, but transcending
himself, by realising new possibilities of and for his human nature’ (Huxley 1957
in Bostrom 2005: 7).

Looking at the development of artificial intelligence (AI), Bostrom reminds
us of the ‘Turing Test, based on Turing (1950), in which a computer is
indistinguishable from a human when interviewed via a text interface. ‘Moore’s
Law’ (Moore 1965) states that computing capacity doubles every eighteen months
to two years, and this exponential growth in technological capacity has led to
widespread commentary and a large academic and lay literature anticipating a

fundamental change in the nature of human existence. This singularity, the point
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where this change is expected to be reached, is predicted to be when AI becomes
self-improving (Good 1965; Vinge 1993). Bostrom discusses hypothetical
technologies such as molecular nanotechnology and the uploading of a human
mind onto a computer in order for it to live in a virtual world or robot body. He
points out, however, that many technologies which could be regarded as having
the potential to transform the human condition already existed (writing in 2005),
such as virtual reality, pharmaceuticals to improve memory, concentration,
wakefulness and mood, performance-enhancing drugs and prosthetics.

In the (1989) book Are You Transhuman?, the professor of Future Studies
FM Esfandiary proposed the notion of the transhuman, who he described as
a ‘transitional human’ The features which Esfandiary associated with being
transhuman included prostheses and intensive use of communications, along
with holding certain social values, such as ‘rejection of family values’ (Bostrom
2005: 14). A later exponent of transhumanism, Max O’Connor, changed his
name to Max More, which he explained as follows: ‘It seemed to encapsulate
the essence of what my goal is: always to improve, never to be static. I was going
to get better at everything, become smarter, fitter, and healthier. It would be a
constant reminder to keep moving forward’ (Regis 1994 in Bostrom 2005: 14).
Nick Bostrom and David Pearce formed the World Transhumanist Association
in 1998, founded on the “Transhumanist Declaration’ and the ‘“Transhumanist
FAQs (frequently asked questions)’ The former is composed of eight statements,
the first of which are:

(1) Humanity stands to be profoundly affected by science and technology in
the future. We envision the possibility of broadening human potential by
overcoming aging, cognitive shortcomings, involuntary suffering, and our
confinement to planet Earth.

(2) We believe that humanity’s potential is still mostly unrealized. There are
possible scenarios that lead to wonderful and exceedingly worthwhile enhanced
human conditions. (The Transhumanist Declaration 2009)

Fuller (2014) quotes his entry on ‘transhumanism’ for an encyclopaedia of
science and technology (Holbrook and Mitcham 2015), contrasting it with

posthumanism:

In most general terms, ‘transhumanism’ says that the indefinite projection of
those qualities that most clearly distinguish humans from other natural beings
is worth pursuing as a value in its own right - even if it means radically altering
our material nature. . .. Whereas posthumanism may be seen in the broad sweep
of Western intellectual history as ‘counter-enlightenment, transhumanism is



14 The University and the Algorithmic Gaze

better seen as ‘ultra-Enlightenment’: the one sees the Enlightenment as having
gone too far the latter not far enough. (Fuller 2014: 25)

Fuller makes a case for religious precedents for transhumanism, specifically the
Pelagian and Arian beliefs that humans may achieve godhood, based on the
notion that the death of Jesus absolved Adam’s sin, ‘putting humans back on
course to become embodied deities, very much like the very person of Jesus’
(Fuller 2014: 26). He links these religious beliefs with contemporary visions of
indefinite human longevity and biological enhancements as well as the potential
colonization of the universe. He traces these ideas forward to Cosmism, arising
from Russian communism, and Futurism, inspired by Italian Fascism. Fuller

concludes his entry with the following statement:

The power of faith to overcome material obstacles should never be
underestimated, especially when the believers are armed with science. The
ease with which Homo sapiens has managed to remake itself and the physical
environment over a few thousand years — in many cases undoing the work of
billions of years of evolution — has been a source of great fear, but also of great
hope. The hope involves a vision of human history in which after emerging as
distinct branch in the tree of life, our biology serves as a platform for launching
a range of technologies that extend our natural capacities and with which we
eventually merge to constitute the executive control centre of an ever expanding
portion of the universe. (Fuller 2014: 28)

This is a striking set of claims which Fuller as a proponent of transhumanism and
also ‘intelligent design’ (Fuller 2008) has elaborated on over several book-length
works (Fuller 2011, 2012; Fuller and Lipinska 2014). I contend that these ideas
have clear echoes in the public, media and academic discourses surrounding the
contemporary influence of digital technology on society and human subjectivity,
and I would suggest they are also present in the ways of thinking surrounding the
use of technology in higher education. The persistent notion of transformation,
or even revolution, I would contend, is reminiscent of this transhuman desire to
transcend human biological limitations. These ‘limitations’ may be conceived as
residing in the embodied and biological but may also be temporal, spatial and
related to human-evolved biological modes of both relationality and solitude.
They may also lead to human cultural universals being regarded as limitations,
including those which form part of much-maligned ‘traditional” education, such
as ephemeral speech and ritual performance in lectures, hierarchies of expertise,
collective co-presence and teacher-student/apprentice relationships. In the

following sections, I will examine how I see these various aspects of human
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subjectivity are placed under threat by implicit transhumanist ideology. The
rest of the book will be structured to explore how this largely unacknowledged
influence is being played out via what I term the algorithmic gaze in higher
education, looking at the more obvious digital-based practices such as learning
analytics but also via other surveillance practices of audit. These include the
practices apparent in regimes of surveillance and quantification of academic
work and epistemic practices such as the h-index and regimes of national
audit such as the Research Excellence Framework in the UK and international
university league tables. I will also consider the surveillance technologies of the
physical campus and the digital documentation of the student and will argue in
conclusion that these technologies and practices are linked by an ideology that
regards the human as flawed and a utopian belief in the desirability to enhance
and modify the human through gazes that may focus on audit or performativity.
The book will conclude with a call for a return to a recognition of the evolved
nature of the human, with an emphasis on what I call fugitive practices.

Bayne (2015) addresses the perspectives of transhumanism and posthumanism
with respect to digital technologies in higher education in her critical discussion
of the terminology and concepts underlying ‘technology enhanced learning’
(TEL). Her charge is that this and related terms are often seen as a ‘useful,
inoffensive and descriptive shorthand for what is in fact a complex and often
problematic constellation of social, technological and educational change’ (Bayne
2015: 5). She sets out that the use of term ‘enhanced’ creates a ‘discursive link’
with transhumanism and its goals of human enhancement. These resonances, in
her view, should be made more explicit. She clarifies how transhumanism and

critical posthumanism are diametrically opposed here:

Where posthumanism is concerned with the interrogation and critique of
humanism, transhumanism is deeply committed to its core values seeing
itself as in essence an extension of the humanist project (Wolf 2010). The
primary concerns of the transhumanist worldview are with the perpetuation
of the humanistic values of rationality, autonomy, dominance over ‘nature’ and
human perfectibility via technological enhancement and the power of scientific
progress. (Bostrom 2005)

Bayne also refers to the transhumanist FAQs (1999), describing its projected
need for technological enhancement of the human as ‘a violent historical
moment’ (Bayne 2015: 12). She links this to TEL:

The cryogenic, brain-download and bio-technical enhancement dreams of
transhumanism may seem rather far from the core concerns of education,
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but in fact they come rather close to some of the ways in which we think
and write about TEL. Most notably, by clustering our discussions of digital
education around the notion of learning enhancement we forge a discursive
link - deliberately or not — to the transhumanist project of human cognitive

enhancement. (Bayne 2015: 13)

With reference to the literature on cognitive enhancement (Bostrom and
Sandberg 2009), she argues that the discourse surrounding TEL also focuses on
enhancement, with technology regarded as a tool for human improvement. She
argues that TEL, unlike transhumanism, does not engage in debates surrounding
the ethics of ‘enhancement’ technologies in education and how it affects the
human subject. She points out the irony of the transhumanist conception of
technology as ontologically separate from the human, while also entertaining
notions of human/machine fusion and advocates for a critical posthumanist
position in terms of how we conceive of human/technological entanglement in
which we neither dominate nor are dominated by technology.

Despite being regarded as something of a ‘fringe’ philosophy commonly
associated with visions for future transcendence of human capacities with
reference to desired outcomes such as the extension of human longevity,
literal cyborg implants and technological interventions relating to fertility, my
contention in this book is that an unacknowledged ideology of transhumanism
has also influenced how we think about education, technology, universities,
students, academic staff and knowledge itself. This, I propose, leads to a set
of beliefs about education which may, on the face of it, appear to be ‘cutting
edge, ‘transformative, ‘disruptive’ or even ‘revolutionary’. This is justified by the
proposition that there is a need to sweep away existing educational practices,
which are frequently framed as old fashioned, obsolete, hierarchical, unfit for
the contemporary age and generally in need of urgent remediation. As discussed
above, the trope that education requires transformation or disruption is a
particularly pervasive one, expressed not only from the critical or radical fringes
of educational thought and commentary but also in the mission statements
of mainstream educational bodies, an example being my own institution,
University College London (UCL), whose website strapline at the time of writing
is ‘Disruptive thinking since 1826

The influence of transhumanist thought on digital education can also be
discerned in the prevalence of the figure of the cyborg or robot in illustrations
of themes relating to digital technologies and, in particular, AI in education. As
discussed in Gourlay (2023), an online image search for the term ‘Al in Education’
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results in multiple science fiction-inflected images of humanoid robots in
classrooms, often juxtaposed with ‘traditional’ artefacts of the classroom such as
a blackboard, pointer, books or alongside pupils or students. It is worth noting
that many of these are images of technologies not yet in existence or at least not
in regular use. There is a pervasive trope of a cyborg head, often coloured blue,
consisting of a human face with computer components or wires shown streaming
out of the back, in what seems to be a very literal fantasy of the replacement of

the human teacher with a robot.

Although these are clearly journalistic conventions, the sheer prevalence of this
type of image is noteworthy, and I would suggest is related to transhumanist
fantasies of transcendence of human biological and intellectual capacities via
digital technologies in education. Relating this to more mundane technologies
currently in existence, the effects of video-conferencing technologies such as
Zoom and Teams might be considered with respect to the embodied human
body, head and face. These technologies allow the user to opt out of the video
element, therefore showing only a black box instead of their image, or if they
choose to, a static photograph to represent themselves (which may or may not
show their face). If video is used, options to choose a ‘fake’ background are
available, ranging from the conventional (such as an image of an office or room)
to settings not normally associated with an educational context, such as a tropical
beach or even outer space. The head is conventionally displayed in the style of
a portrait. In our study of UK academics during the Covid-19 lockdowns, I and
my colleagues heard accounts of careful staging of the backgrounds in academic
staff’s homes, in order to project a particular professional or academic image
(Gourlay et al. 2021; Littlejohn et al. 2021). As I suggested in Gourlay (2022a),
this could be viewed as a form of symbolic hygiene, with the embodied human
interlocutor using the screen as a form of digital mask. In place of the human
body being rendered a literal cyborg via implants, the human is partially or
wholly concealed, framed or represented as an image. The material location is
similarly obscured. It might be countered that this is similar to the effects of
long-established communications technologies such as the telephone. However,
a difference exists with video conferencing, there has been an accompanying
discourse of equivalence applied in which claims have been made by EdTech
enthusiasts and universities that Zoom and other video-conferencing platforms
can serve as an acceptable or even desirable replacement for face-to-face
co-present teaching on campus, attendance at meetings or presentation at a

face-to-face conference. The embodied, material, spatial and temporal elements
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of being together in the same place with others have arguably come to be seen
as optional, inconvenient or exclusionary. The reverberations of the presence
of digital technologies in the contemporary university are clearly manifold and
complex, but one element which I propose unites them is the repercussions for
embodied and material practices and experiences of being at university. Before
moving on to that analysis, however, I will turn to an examination of a related
emergent concept that is gaining currency in the field of digital higher education,
that of the postdigital, arguing that it offers the field some theoretical purchase
but also needs greater precision with respect to these embodied and material
practices and experiences. I will also propose that the concept is founded on an
unacknowledged transhumanist ethos.

The ‘postdigital’

In Gourlay (2023), I explored the origin and genealogy of the term ‘postdigital,
drawing on Jandri¢ et al. (2022), who trace the concept back to Negroponte’s
(1998) short essay ‘Beyond Digital; in the popular technology magazine Wired.
It is worth examining Negroponte’s essay in detail, as arguably the tenets of this
persist in the present-day and growing use of the term in digital education. He
sets out the following: ‘Its literal form, the technology, is already beginning to be
taken for granted, and its connotation will become tomorrow’s commercial and
cultural compost for new ideas. Like air and drinking water, being digital will be
noticed only by its absence, not its presence’ (Negroponte 1998). The central point
made by Negroponte is that the digital fully permeates our lives. He compares
it to air, which does indeed permeate all human environments (although it is
worth pointing out that drinking water is rather different, not being a naturally
occurring and ubiquitous resource in all settings). His contention is that the
digital is a fully permeating entity which in time will be taken for granted and
only noticed if absent. Flowing from this, Negroponte centres his piece on some
technology-related predictions:

The decades ahead will be a period of comprehending biotech, mastering nature,
and realizing extraterrestrial travel, with DNA computers, microrobots, and
nanotechnologies the main characters on the technological stage. Computers as
we know them today will a) be boring, and b) disappear into things that are first
and foremost something else: smart nails, self-cleaning shirts, driverless cars,
therapeutic Barbie dolls, intelligent doorknobs that let the Federal Express man
in and Fido out, but not 10 other dogs back in. Computers will be a sweeping yet
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invisible part of our everyday lives: We'll live in them, wear them, even eat them.
A computer a day will keep the doctor away. (Negroponte 1998)

I discern echoes of transhumanism in these visions for the future as set out
here, which are interesting to view from the standpoint of twenty-five years on,
noting that some of his predictions seem to have at least partially come to pass,
others less so. It is striking that nature is regarded as something to be ‘mastered.
He goes on to set out five forces of change’ coming out of the digital age. He
predicts that the nation state will no longer exist, stating that a ‘united planet
is certain’ He proposes that digital technology will lead to huge corporations
and an increase in small-scale local entities such ‘homespun inns, with middle-
sized entities becoming scarce. His next prediction is for ‘being prime’; a radical
asynchronicity with the idea of large numbers of people watching a TV show at
the same time, for example, being ‘nothing less than goofy. He also envisages
the demise of cities and ‘a complete renaissance in rural living. He also expects
that digital technology will bring about equality: ‘Childhood and old age will
be redefined. Children will become more active players, learning by doing and
teaching, not just being seen and not heard. Retirement will disappear as a
concept, and productive lives will be increased by all measures, most important
those of self. Your achievements and contributions will come from their own
value’ (Negroponte 1998). Leaving aside the utopian nature of these predictions,
once again a transhumanist ideology can be discerned here, with an emphasis
on an optimized self, associated with a discourse of redefinition of biological
categories. His final prediction relates to territory:

Being unterritorial. Sovereignty is about land. A lot of killing goes on for reasons
that do not make sense in a world where landlords will be far less important
than webmasters. We'll be drawing our lines in cyberspace, not in the sand.
Already today, belonging to a digital culture binds people more strongly than the
territorial adhesives of geography - if all parties are truly digital. (Negroponte
1998)

Here we are presented with a vision in which future humans will no longer be
concerned with physical land or territory. The notion that ‘we’ll be drawing our
lines in cyberspace, not in the sand’ is a striking one, as it carries with it the
notion that evolved human culture itself will no longer exist, being replaced
by ‘digital culturé’ It is easy to critique what is a somewhat polemical popular
article, written in the early days of widespread internet use, during which time
the future potentials of the digital were commonly speculated on in a somewhat

utopian or radical manner. However, what is of relevance to my analysis is
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the transhumanist ethos he espouses, with an underlying notion that human-
evolved bodies, stages of life, human characteristics, longstanding educational
approaches and cultures based on territory are all undesirable, or at least limiting
aspects of being human; problems that can be solved by digital technology, which
is proposed as some sort of liberating force. It is worth considering what exactly
we would be liberated from in this imaginary; our human bodies, the features
of ageing, our ways of making and passing on knowledge or our relationship
with the earth and nature? This imaginary is all-encompassing and absolutist in
its claims; like air, the digital will have the character of a haunting, permeating
everything, bringing about a complete transformation of humans and their lives.

As the notion of the postdigital has found its way into educational thought,
I would argue that the transhumanist fantasies at the root of the idea require
some serious critical consideration in terms of the extent to which perhaps less
dramatic, but nonetheless related, ideologies may be propagated in mainstream
educational discourses and practices. The notion that the digital leads to some
form of incorporeality is one idea which has already been identified and critiqued
in educational research (e.g. Land 2005; Selwyn 2016; Gourlay et al. 2021). A
further effect has been a pervasive focus on digital interaction and networks,
exemplified by the notion of ‘connectification’ popularized in the world of
EdTech in recent decades (e.g. Siemens 2005; Downes 2011). This apparently
liberating focus on learning taking place in a seemingly emergent manner with
people connecting online via platforms such as Massive Open Online Course’s
(MOOC) was welcomed as a ‘disruptive’ challenge to what was portrayed as the
obsolete and hierarchical practices of formal education. However, the emphasis
on connection may also be critiqued as anti-intellectual, anti-expertise and
limited in its applicability outside the world of tech enthusiasts in education (see
Gourlay 2020a for a full discussion).

Jandric¢ et al. (2022) provide a history of the term postdigital, which was first
used by Cascone (2000) in the context of music, and also Pepperell and Punt
(2000) working in the visual arts. The term was later adopted in humanities
and social sciences as it was seen as a useful means by which to question the
terms ‘digital’ and ‘analogue’ and the assumed hard binary between the two
(Cramer and Jandri¢ 2021). There has been a resistance in critical studies of
digital education to fix on a strong definition of the postdigital, with a preference
for a more flexible and capacious concept (e.g. Jandri¢ et al. 2022; Jandri¢ and
Ford 2022). However, for the purposes of my argument in this book, I would
like to examine the term in detail, in particular, discussing what I regard to be

some inconsistencies inherent in the concept. A central plank of the idea of the
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postdigital is that the supposed clear distinction between analogue and digital
is obsolete in the contemporary period, following Negroponte’s argument as set
out above, that the digital permeates throughout all aspects of life, like air. In
this imaginary, this leads logically to a position in which there is nothing that
exists as entirely analogue, outside of the realm or reach of the digital. Although
it is undeniable that digital technologies are important and often central and
necessary elements of our contemporary lives and experiences of higher
education, I would argue that they do not equate to a totalized permeation as
implied by Negroponte. I would make the point that the relationships between
digital and analogue are considerably more complex than a ‘flat’ model of total
permeation, that a range of entanglements exist, and that there still remain
elements of lived experience of higher education which are primarily or wholly
analogue. I will propose that these share several characteristics, which are
embodiment, ephemerality, seclusion and co-presence. I will return to these later
in the book, but first I want to turn my attention to a further theoretical strand
pertinent to this book - the notion of surveillance and the gaze.
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The Algorithmic Gaze

Introduction

The previous chapter set out the first element of the theoretical framing of this
work and also undertook some ‘ground clearing’ in terms of definitions and
scope. In this chapter, I will draw on relevant concepts from research into digital
education, digital sociology and surveillance studies and will combine some of
these to propose an analytical framework. The chapter will focus on the rapidly
increasing role of algorithms in society more broadly, drawing on recent work
in this area of digital sociology, alongside related work in STS. It will consider
questions of agency in the context of algorithmic cultures, narrowing the focus
to higher education to consider the co-constitutive relationships between
these technologies, knowledge practices and human/non-human subjectivities
in the contexts of audit and surveillance. It will conclude that contemporary
higher education is saturated with various types of partially acknowledged
algorithmic gaze.

Datafication

Williamson (2017a) sets out the (then) landscape of ‘big data in education’ in a
book-length piece. Although the technology has moved on considerably since
that time, this is a landmark critical work, and so I will review the relevant
section here, before looking at more recent developments. In this and a series of
subsequent publications, Williamson focuses in particular on the infiltration of
educational technology companies into the school sector in the UK and beyond.
He defines big data as follows:

‘Big Data’ has become a contested terms that is used diversely by different
groups. The simple technical definition is that big data consists of information
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collected in huge volume, of highly diverse variety, which is collected as extreme
velocity . . . Big data . . . is simultaneously technical and social. Technical in
that it is the product of software programs and processes; social because it is
produced and used by human operatives working in specific organizational
settings, and is generated from the everyday lives of people around the globe.
(Williamson 2017a: x-xi)

In the realm of education, he points out how a range of organizations and
businesses have identified big data as a potential source of insights into ‘how
education systems and institutions function, how teachers perform, and how
learners achieve’ (Williamson 2017a: xi), with a view to inform the design of
courses, resources, policies and practices. Williamson also uses Jasanoft and
Kim’s concept of the sociotechnical imaginary, concluding his preface by stating:
‘Big data in education is as much an imaginative resource to be mined for future
possibilities as it is an emerging technical reality. As this book demonstrates,
however, imagining the future of education with big data is catalyzing real
development that are set of impact on educational processes worldwide’
(Williamson 2017a: xi). Williamson discusses HackingEDU, a ‘hackathon’ event
which took place in 2015 in San Francisco. Of interest is his observation that
HackingEDU ‘locates education as it currently exists as a problematically broken
system which is in need of revolutionizing. It proposes that the solution is in
the hands of software developers and hackers who can write code’ (Williamson
2017a: 3). This is envisaged to be based on large amounts of educational data,
with private sector start-ups taking the lead; he refers to the ride-hailing app Uber
as the comparator. As he puts it, in this imaginary ‘All it takes to revolutionize
education for the future is a few million lines of software code and big piles of
digital data’ (Williamson 2017a: 3).

Williamson goes on to explore the nature of digitizing and datafying
education. He points out that measurement in education has a long history
with reference to Lawn (2013), but that the nature of this measurement has
changed in terms of scope, fidelity and pace due to the advent of big data.
Additionally, the nature of established e-learning systems has changed via big
data and learning analytics, allowing the systems to ‘talk back’ to users (Mayer-
Schonberger and Cukier 2013). He defines datafication as ‘the transformation
of different aspects of education (such as test scores, school inspection reports
or clickstream data from an online course) into digital data® (Williamson
2017a: 5). Digitation ‘refers to the translation of diverse educational practices
into software code, and is most obvious in the ways that aspects of teaching
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and learning are digitized as e-learning software products’ (Williamson 2017a).
These two processes are mutually entwined. He sketches out the effects of these
twin processes, characterizing schools as ‘data-production centres, responsible
for constantly recording and auditing every aspect of their performance
(Williamson 2017a: 6), while universities upload student assignments to global
plagiarism detection databases, and nursery schools collect data in order to
benchmark children’s progress against national and international databases. This
effect can also be seen in the use of school inspection data, school comparison
websites and teacher recruitment. The curriculum, teaching and assessment
are also changing through the use of technologies such as adaptive learning
software, ‘teacher bots’ and ‘cognitive tutors, while real-time assessment
analytics is altering the previously fixed nature of testing. Williamson points
out that the world’s richest and most influential companies are pumping vast
resources into these developments, in service of an imagined future education
in which: ‘While economic fantasies of human capital development persist, they
are being supplemented and extended by dreams of new forms of governance
and citizenship, new scientific aspirations of psychological optimization and
cognitive enhancement, and new commercial objectives to insert private sector
technologies into public education’ (Williamson 2017a: 8). He sees this as a
large-scale sociotechnical imaginary which ‘envisages education as a massively
data-driven and software-supported social institution’ (Williamson 2017a: 9),
which shapes real-life material practices. In the next section, I would like to turn
to a consideration of the relevance for my conceptual framework of the adjacent
field of digital sociology.

The data gaze

The sociologist David Beer has made extensive and critical contributions to our
understanding of data in contemporary society. In his (2019) book The Data
Gaze, he poses the question, ‘with all these amassing data about people, places,
organizations, and nation states, who has the power to speak with these data?
Or, perhaps more fittingly, who has the power to speak with our data?” (Beer
2019: 1). He proposes that in order to answer this question, we must understand
how new types of knowledge ‘achieves authority, credibility and legitimacy’ (Beer
2019). He refers to foundational work by Kitchin (2014a), who defines data as
being ‘commonly understood to be the raw materials produced by abstracting

the world into categories, measures and other representational forms — numbers,
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characters, symbols, images, sounds, electro-magnetic waves, bits — that constitute
the building blocks from which information and knowledge are created’ (Kitchin
2014a: 1, in Beer 2019: 2). Beer focuses on the ways in which the term ‘data’ is
used, arguing that “The way data is spoken of and defined reveals something of its
materiality and the agendas that at play’ (Beer 2019: 2). He elaborates this agenda:

Understanding our data-rich environment requires an understanding of the
visions, infrastructures and practices that facilitate what is said with our data.
We need to understand how those data are deployed and what is enunciated
with and through them. We need to understand how data-rich processes spread,
how they take root, what systems unfold and how they demarcate new practices
and forms of knowledge. (Beer 2019: 2)

Beer proposes the concept of the data gaze with reference to Thrift’s (2005)
Knowing Capitalism, arguing that since its publication, the advent of
smartphones, social media and a range of surveillance technologies has caused
capitalism to become more aware. He also refers to Srnicek’s (2017) book
Platform Capitalism, in which he proposes data as central to capitalism and
emphasizes the importance of understanding how platforms work in order to
extract and circulate data. For Beer, the claims being made for data represent a
kind of boundary work that is concerned with ‘crossing thresholds and pushing
back frontiers’ (Beer 2019: 4). He proposes that ‘these claims are wrapped up
with a veneer of knowing that aims to draw people into a data rationality . . .
aimed at intensifying and expanding the reach of data analytics’ in what he calls
‘an industry of intervention’ (Beer 2019). He sets out how the expansion of the
ordering nature of data has led to 'new ways of knowing' (2019: 5). This raises
questions about how knowledge is used, by whom, for what purpose and how it

interacts with power and social structures. As he puts it:

Opverall, data are seen to provide powerful forms of knowledge and insight into
the social world. Seeing into this power and understanding its machinations
requires us to think about how this knowledge is framed, how it is presented,
what type of expertise it evokes and authenticates, and what notions of truth and
worth are bund up in these forms of knowledge. We need to see how these data
are understood as well as what they can do, because it is here that the outcomes
are being pre-set, where agendas are being articulated and embedded and where
claims to know-how and expertise and being made. (Beer 2019: 2)

The goal of his book is to address the questions, ‘What is the underlying mode of
thinking that resides in data use? What rationalities and ways of thinking are part

of how data-led processes find their way into our lives?’ In particular, he aims to
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explore what notions of value and ideals of living are coded into ways in which data
are used and to investigate how the data are imagined and how what he calls the data
gaze emerges (Beer 2019: 6). Beer proposes the notion of data capitalism ‘a form of
capitalism that operates through, is informed by and relies upon data’ (Beer 2019: 7).
The book seeks to explore ‘the type of prosthetic vision that is said to be provided by
data analytics packages of various kinds’” (Beer 2019). Beer theorizes his concept of
the data gaze with reference to Foucault’s (2003) The Birth of the Clinic, which was
first published in 1963. Foucault was concerned with the history of the emergence
of clinical medicine; the point of relevance for Beer is Foucaults attention to the
nature of the expert gaze and the accompanying rationalizing discourse. Beer also
uses Foucault’s scholarly approach by looking at documentary traces and archives to
understand data analytics. Also, echoing Jasanoffand Kim's work, he uses the concept
of data imaginary to describe the way that data analytics and its underpinning
rationalities are envisaged, referring to ‘dreamwork’ underpinning data analytics. He

points out the ways in which data is envisaged to carry power:

It is often quite staggering. A new faith in data appears to have taken hold. It is by
no means universal, but it is a powerful and prevalent current. The answers we
need, the solutions to come problem we might not even know that we had, are
often thought to be somewhere in the data. It would seem that if only we had more
data and more analytics we would know more and waste less. (Beer 2019: 2)

Surveillance cultures

In parallel with work on data, the area of surveillance studies has grown in recent
years in response to the increase in digital surveillance technologies in society.
Leading theorist David Lyon has explored the phenomenon in an influential
series of publications (e.g. Lyon 2007, 2022). In his (2018) book The Culture
of Surveillance, he also uses the concept of the imaginary to investigate how
we interact with surveillance as a society and as individuals. Lyon begins by
questioning the appropriacy of the Orwellian ‘big brother’ metaphor as adequate
to describe the ways in which surveillance operates in the contemporary period.
He argues that this notion implies a totalitarian regime of oppression, in which
citizens are unwillingly subjected to surveillance by an oppressive state. Instead,
he argues that the contemporary situation is more complex:

What is experienced in the twenty-first century now depends deeply on the
participation of those being surveilled . . . not only being watched but watching
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itself has become a way of life. Orwell’s characters lived in gnawingly fearful
uncertainty about when and why they were watched. Today’s surveillance
is made possible by our own clicks on websites, our texting messages and
exchanging photos. Ordinary people contribute to surveillance as never before.
User-generated content engenders the data by which daily doings are monitored.
This is how surveillance culture takes shape. (Lyon 2018: 2)

He suggests that social media surveillance may seem harmless but it in fact
contributes to profound social change, in which ‘Watching has become a way
of life’ (Lyon 2018). He points out that our use of online activities for our own
leisure and entertainment generates data which is of great value and interest for
powerful governmental and commercial actors. As he puts it: “There is thus a
tension between the digital lives of people routinely and innocently immersed
in social media, game-like - or ‘gamified’ - online contexts and self-tracking,
and those whose opportunities, life-chances and choices are affected, sometimes
negatively, by how others collect, store, classify and analyze those data’ (Lyon
2018:4). This tension is reflected in surveillance studies, with some commentators
framing surveillance as playful and empowering, while others emphasize the
dehumanizing threat that it represents. Lyons highlights that the contemporary
situation differs from geographically localized surveillance cultures of the past;
in that now data are now more likely to be ‘easily quantified, highly traceable,
likely to have an economic - monetized - dimension, and to be garnered at a
distance - they are deterritorialized’ (Lyon 2018: 5). He characterizes data as
‘liquid; an analysis which he explored in dialogue with the theorist of ‘liquidity’
Zygmunt Bauman, in a previous publication (Bauman and Lyon 2013). Lyon’s
focus is on how everyday citizens interact with and respond to surveillance, how
they comply with it, resist it or engage with it in creative ways in their everyday
practices. This is an important area for scholars of surveillance to focus on.
However, it could be argued that the context of the university adds a further
layer of complexity to how we understand surveillance and its effects. Students,
academic staff and professional services staff all have a formal relationship to the
university, and the technology used within it, in a somewhat different manner
than an individual citizen relates to a social media platform.

The algorithmic gaze

In addition to burgeoning digitization and datafication, education is experiencing
a rapid expansion in the use of algorithms for a range of functions. Finn (2017)
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addresses the question ‘what is an algorithm?, setting out that in the late 2000s
‘our relationship with computers changed’ (Finn 2017: 15), with the advent of
smartphones and apps. His project in his book is to explore ‘how algorithms
function as culture machines that we need to learn how to read and understand’
(Finn 2017: 15). He points out that, despite the fact that even senior executives
of large tech corporations like Google and Netflix do not fully understand all
the behaviours of their systems, there is still a prevalent rhetoric surrounding
algorithms which is ‘transcendent and emancipatory, striking many of the
same techno-utopian notes as the mythos of code as magic when they equate
computation with transformational justice and freedom’ (2017: 16), citing
Bogosts notion of the ‘theology of computation. Finn refers to algorithms as
‘pieces of quotidian magic’ (2017: 16), which we trust to undertake everyday
tasks for us. He provides the following definition:

the word algorithm frequently encompasses a range of computational processes
including close surveillance of user behaviours, ‘big data’ aggregation of
the resulting information, analytics engines that combine multiple forms of
statistical calculations to parse that data, and finally a set of human-facing
actions, recommendations, and interfaces that that generally only reflect only a
small part of the cultural processing going on behind the scenes. (Finn 2017: 16)

He characterizes computation as coming to have a kind of presence in the world,
a ‘thingness, of varying degrees of discreteness, contrasting the clearly defined
button on a smartphone screen with entities which are harder to disaggregate,
asking as an example ‘to what extent are spell-check programs changing diction
and grammatical choices through their billions of subtle corrections, and how do
we disentangle the assemblage of code, dictionaries and grammars that underlie
them?” (Finn 2017: 16). Finn takes us back to the etymology of the word, which
derives from the work of the ninth-century mathematician Aba ‘Abdallah
Muhammad ibn Misa al-Khwarizmi, pointing out that algorithmus originally
referred to the concepts of positional notation, the decimal point and zero (Finn
2017: 17). In subsequent centuries, the term algorithm was used ‘to describe any
set of mathematical instructions for manipulating data or reasoning through
a problem’ (Finn 2017: 17). Finn identifies what he sees as one of the defining
features of an algorithm; it works, in that it will deliver the result in a finite
period of time. However, he goes on to point out that the implementation of
an algorithm ‘is never just code’ (2017: 18), giving the example of an algorithm
developed for the routing of travelling salespeople, pointing out that the

algorithmic model must also co-exist with the autonomy of individual drivers
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and other interventions from complex human systems. He gives an example
of how the algorithm also affects human behaviour; in the case of the delivery
drivers, they have been known to leave a tag saying the resident is not at home,
so save a few seconds it would take to knock and wait for the reply, an action
which is ‘invisible’ to the algorithmic system. Interestingly, Finn refers to major
corporations, such as Google and Facebook, as ‘essentially cultural wrappers
for sophisticated algorithms’ (2017: 20). He goes on to point out however that
human biases are built into them at every stage of development, with reference
to the legal ethicist Pasquale (2015) as Finn puts it:

As algorithms move deeper into cultural space, the pragmatic definition gets
scrutinized more closely accordingly to critical frames that reject the engineering
rubric of problem and solution, as Pasquale, Golumbia, and a growing number
of algorithmic ethics scholars have argued. The cathedral of abstractions and
embedded systems that allow the pragmatic algorithms of the world to flourish
can be followed down to its foundations in symbolic logic, computational theory,
and cybernetics, where we find a curious thing among that collection of rational
ideas: desire. (Finn 2017: 21)

He poses the question ‘What are the truth claims underlying the engineer’s
problems and solutions, or the philosophy undergirding the technological
magic of sorcery?’ (2017: 21). This, he argues, depends on ‘the protected space
for computation, the logical, procedural, immaterial space where memory and
process work according to very different rules form material culture’ (2017: 21).
He refers to the seminal work of N. Katherine Hayles, in her (2005) book My
Mother Was a Computer, in which she proposes the concept of the ‘regime of
computation. Finn likens this to his concept of the age of the algorithm, ‘the
era dominated by the figure of the algorithm as an ontological structure for
understanding the universe’ (Finn 2017: 21). He makes the point that even under
a rationalist ‘softer’ version of computationalism, algorithms have a profound
effect on everyday life. Hayles refers to a ‘hard claim’ for computationalism,
which regards algorithms not as descriptions of processes, instead the processes
themselves are computational machines. He refers to Wolfram’s (2002) principle
of computational equivalence, in which he claims that ‘all complex systems
are fundamentally computational’ (Finn 2017: 22), and that computation as
a metaphor could bring about understanding of other scientific and social
systems in what Finn calls ‘an ideology of transcendence for those who seek to
use computational systems to model and understand the universe’ (Finn 2017:

22), whose essence is the notion of abstraction. Drawing on Berlinski’s (2000)
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history of the algorithm, he discusses the nature of the universal Turing machine
and the church’s work on mathematical logic, setting out that proofs of effective
computability all point towards universality. However, as he points out, ‘every
abstraction has a shadow, a puddled remainder of context and specificity left
behind in the act of lifting some idea to a higher plane of thought’ (Finn 2017: 24).
He argues that what is encoded by algorithms as ‘the abstraction of the desire for
an answer’ (Finn 2017: 25), on the basis of the notion of what is ‘effective] lies at
the heart of the concept of universal computation. With reference to the concept
of mathesis universalis, the language of science as set out by Leibniz and Descartes,
as he puts it, “This perfect language would exactly describe the university through
its grammar and vocabulary, becoming a new kind of rational magic for scientists
that would effectively describe and be the world’ (Finn 2017: 25, my emphasis).
This ontological claim made by the computationalist definition of algorithms, as
he puts it, springs from ‘a desire to make the world effectively calculable’ (Finn
2017: 26), a conception which will be an important point throughout this book.

Kitchin and Dodge (2011) propose categories of entity in what they call ‘code
space’ coded objects and coded infrastructures, which support coded processes
and combine to constitute coded assemblages. In his introduction to Williamson
(2015a), Kitchin defines software as follows:

software is not simply lines of code that perform a set of instructions but rather
needs to be understood as a social product that emerges in contingent, relational
and contextual ways, the outcome of many minds situated with diverse social,
political and economic relations. Software is a complex, multifaceted, mutable
set of relations created through discursive, economic and material practices.
(Kitchin in Williamson 2015a: 1)

He proposes that much of education takes place in code/spaces, which he defines
as ‘spaces dependent on code to function’ (Kitchin in Williamson 2015a: 2), in
teaching, assessment, classroom technology, administration, oversight of key
performance indicators, research and publishing. Later in the same collection,
Williamson explores the theme of ‘software code/social code, stating: ‘As the
hybrid progeny of a variety of social, human and technical elements, code is
increasingly understood to be invested in a kind of performative social power
that gives software the capacity to enact tasks, make decisions, and, in part,
mediate how people see, know and do things’ (Williamson 2015b: 17).
Williamson cites Gillespie et al. (2014) who make the point that ‘digital
providers are not just providing information to users, they are also providing

users to their algorithms (Williamson 2015b: 20). He also references
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Ruppert’s (2012) point that a database renders people ‘knowable’ (2015b.) and
amenable to classification and also intervention and quotes Bowker (2013),
‘if you are not data, you do not exist’ (2013). He goes on to conclude that
researchers must investigate what ‘social codes of conduct are written into the
code; stating that “The issue is how being known and seen, characterized and
classified in code might become the basis of being governed and educated’
(Williamson 2015b: 21).

The collection continues with Edwards (2014), who explores the concept of
‘knowledge infrastructures’ with respect to climate science. He quotes Edwards et
al’s definition: ‘ecologies, or complex adaptive systems; they consist of numerous
systems, each with unique origins and goals, which are made to interoperate
by means of standards, socket layers, social practices, norms, and individual
behaviours that smooth out the connections among them’ (Edwards et al. 2013:
5, in Edwards 2014). With reference to Manovi¢s (2013) work on software,
code and algorithms and also Lampland and Star’s (2009) work on knowledge
infrastructures, for Edwards: It is the ontologies, codes, algorithms and linking
of data, the applications of technical standards, and the ways in which decision-
making and reasoning are articulated in digital technologies that make things
perform in ways and become specific actors in particular educational practices’
(Edwards 2014: 24). He raises some of the problems that digital databases may
face, pointing out that through classification and making things ‘known;, other
things may be obscured, with reference to Halford et al. (2012). He discusses
‘ontology building, which he defines as ‘the naming and structuring of digital
data in the enactment of knowledge infrastructures’ (Edwards 2014: 24).

Algorithmic cultures

In the preceding sections, I have looked at the effects of digitization and
datafication on higher education, drawing on the work of Williamson (2017a). I
then reviewed Beer’s (2019) concept of the data gaze and connected it to Lyon’s
work in surveillance studies, in particular his notion of surveillance cultures
(2018). I then went on to look at the effects of algorithms on higher education
and proposed the combination of digitization, datafication and algorithmic
practices in the contemporary university. In this section, I will take a further
theoretical step, arguing that this gaze has given rise to algorithmic cultures in
higher education, which generate various types of gaze at the level of institutions,

groups and individual.
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As discussed above, Lyon (2018) made a distinction between a form of
surveillance which involves an oppressive power subjecting an unwilling
populace to its gaze, as in the classic fictional work Nineteen Eighty-Four. He
proposes instead the notion of surveillance cultures, in which the public engage
in various ways with surveillance, to benefit or gain. Here, the relationship is
more complex. I would like to suggest that contemporary university may also
be regarded as subject to not only a data gaze in Beer’s terms, but an algorithmic
gaze. It is worth then considering how the algorithmic gaze might differ from the
data gaze. The algorithmic gaze, I would propose, extends Beer’s concept further.
Where the data gaze surveils, records and documents, arguably the algorithmic
gaze does more; it is more agentive and constitutive, in that it positions people,
has far-reaching effects on lives and leads to various forms of response and
performance.

Seyfert and Roberge (2016) pose the question ‘what are algorithmic cultures?,
highlighting their opacity, but also that ‘each and every algorithm can only exist
in rich and dense, if not tense, environments’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 2).
They quote Introna and Hayes™ point regarding the co-constitutive nature of
algorithms, in that ‘it is only us that make them, they also make us’ (Introna
and Hayes 2011: 108, my emphasis). They discuss the ways in which algorithms
unfold, considering their agency and their performativity. As MacKenzie
(2006) puts it, an algorithm is ‘an engine, not a camera. They characterize the
agency of an algorithm as distinct from purposeful action; instead, it is fractal
(Introna 2016: 24) and intertwined and unfolding in human and non-human
networks. They review the literature on algorithms in humanities and social
sciences, which includes the concept of ‘the algorithmic turn’ (Uricchio 2011),
‘algorithmic ideology’ (Mager 2012), ‘algorithmic identity’ (Cheney-Lippold
2011) and ‘algorithmic life’ (Amoore and Piotukh 2016). They also cite work in
‘the sociology of algorithms’” which had begun to emerge in STS and the Social
Studies of Finance (MacKenzie 2019) and Critical Algorithm Studies (The Social
Media Collective 2015). They point out the conceptual challenges of enquiry in
this complex area and propose the use of Galloway’s (2006) Algorithmic Culture.
In their view, this allows for an understanding of meaning ‘not as a series of
intangible of untethered significations, but as something deeply rooted in
reality, agency, and performativity” leading to the possibility of ‘thicker, deeper,
and more complex analyses of the kind of culture that algorithms are currently
shaping’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 4). They seek to build on subsequent work
(e.g. Striphas 2009, 2015; Hallinan and Striphas 2014), drawing attention to what

they see as a drawback in Striphas that he tends to depict algorithmic culture as
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singular, which they view as failing to depict ‘its inherent performativity and
messiness (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 5). They reach back to the writings of de
Certeau and his conception of culture as multiple (1979), therefore they propose
algorithmic cultures, plural. They describe algorithms as having ‘a symbolic
life of their own which, like texts, only makes sense in a particular context’
(Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 5). Importantly, they set out that ‘instead of treating
algorithms as mere utilitarian devices, the study of algorithmic cultures rather
identifies the meaningfully performative effects that accompany algorithmic
access to the world: What is it that they do, culturally speaking? How do they
make sense of their surroundings and the different categories people use to
interpret them?” (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 6). They elaborate on the concept:
‘For algorithmic cultures can of course cut across various social, economic, and
political spheres: for instance, when a particular usage of predictive algorithms
in the stock market borrows its probabilistic methods from games of chance,
transporting them into another field, and thereby transforming them for
its own practical needs’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 7). They argue that what
gives algorithms legitimacy in society is that they project ‘objectivity, what
Lash has called ‘legitimation through performance’ (Lash 2007: 67). However,
they also point out that the ‘reception” element of the equation is ‘inherently
cultural and constituted by interpretation, expectation, affect, speculation, and
the like’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 7) and therefore unstable. As they put it:
‘Performance and reception interweave in such a way as to constitute specific
routines and cultures in which the trust afforded to algorithms cannot foreclose
the possibility of contestation. The hopes and desires of some could very well be
the fears and dislikes of others’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 7). Their central point
is that algorithmic cultures are inherently messy, in their practical unfolding in

the world, as opposed to abstracted and procedural entities.

As users, when we operate in algorithmic cultures, we operate algorithms. For
instance, the handling of software menus is a practice (interaction and operations
with others; human and non-human alike) in which we manage algorithmic
devices: we schedule meetings on our online calendar, set up notifications on
emails, program our navigational devices to lead us home, etc. We activate and
deactivate algorithms to govern our daily life. Thus, algorithms are not so much
codes as they are realizations of social relations between various actors and
actants. (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 8)

They critique ‘the tale of algorithmic objectivity’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016:
8) and the associated ‘quest for a higher rationality, where algorithms act
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autonomously and supersede human routines. They characterize these notions
as imaginaries, which need to be distinguished from algorithms in practice.
They give the example of personalized audio provided by noise-cancelling
headphones and how this changes the listening experience from a social one to
an individual in a ‘closed algorithmic culture’ (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 14).
They go on to argue that the messiness of the reality of algorithmic cultures is
related to the imaginary in which ‘the fulfillment of this dream is always one
step away from its completion. There is always one more algorithm yet to be
implemented” (Seyfert and Roberge 2016: 17). They propose that analyses of
algorithms which portray them as all-powerful and sinister, in fact reinscribe
the imaginaries of rationality, autonomy and objectivity, when in fact the reality
of algorithmic cultures is more messy, mundane and error prone. They suggest
the black-boxed nature of algorithmic practice may lead to an impression of
uncanny non-human intentionality.

However, the concept of algorithmic cultures has been critiqued. In response
to Striphas, Bogost in his (2015) essay “The Cathedral of Computation’ states
that “We are not living in an algorithmic culture so much as a computational
theocracy. He challenges the reader to replace the word algorithm with
‘God;, proposing that algorithmic culture is less a material phenomenon,
more a ‘devotional’ one. His contention is that science and technology have
become a new theology. He quotes Carr (2008), who points out that there is
a long historical tradition of assigning metaphors to technology in terms of
the human, such as the introduction of the mechanical clock leading people
notions about brains working ‘like clockwork’ Bogost critiques the notion that
computation can simulate cognition and ‘achieve the singularity’ For Bogost,
the algorithmic metaphor is just another machine metaphor. Crucially, ‘when
left unseen, we are able to invent a transcendental ideal for the algorithm,
with the algorithm being imagined as some sort of divine entity, leading
to a ‘theological view of computational action. He punctures this idea with
examples of the messiness, complexity and materiality of an entity such as
Google Maps:

Once you adopt skepticism toward the algorithmic - and the data-divine,
you can no longer construe any computational system as merely algorithmic.
Think about Google Maps, for example. It's not just mapping software running
via computer - it also involves geographical information systems, geolocation
satellites and transponders, human-driven automobiles, roof-mounted

panoramic optical recording systems, international recording and privacy law,
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physical- and data-network routing systems, and web/mobile presentational
apparatuses. That’s not algorithmic culture - it’s just, well, culture. (Bogost 2015)

Bogost’s scepticism towards the term is a useful corrective and reminder of
the material entangled nature of all computational and algorithmic operations
and practices. However, for the purposes of this book, I will retain the term
‘algorithmic cultures, not due to a disagreement with Bogost’s analysis but as
a means by which to analyse and understand not only practices but also the

ideologies that elevate these practices to the status of cultures.

Conclusions

This chapter has focused on building a theoretical framework for the book. I
first explored how increased digitization and datafication have had a range of
effects on higher education. I went on to consider the notion of the data gaze,
before drawing on work in surveillance studies, in particular Lyon’s concept of
surveillance cultures. I then built on Beer’s concept of the data gaze to propose a
more agentive algorithmic gaze. I then linked this to work in cultural sociology
on algorithmic cultures. In Chapters 4 and 5, I will look in turn at a range of
practices and experiences in higher education in terms of the proposed construct
of the algorithmic gaze and its effects. Algorithmic cultures, I suggest, play a
role across higher education in terms of administrative procedures, teaching,
student learning practices and assessment. They are present in the material
campus in surveillance technologies and are used in various ways to surveil and
audit various forms of institutional and individual academic performance. The
increased use of regimes of audit and the use of rankings in higher education
have given rise to substantial critical literature which explores its effects. These
practices too, I propose, enable and are driven by what is in essence an algorithmic
gaze, leading to game-like algorithmic cultures with far-reaching effects. In
Chapter 4, I will look at how the audit gaze is trained on the academic staff
and universities at individual, departmental, national and international levels,
looking at examples of self-surveillance of authoring outputs, national research
audit and international university league tables. A Google Scholar search for
the phrase ‘algorithms in higher education’ reveals a strong focus on learning
analytics, in particular predictive analytics. Aside from the recent advent of
generative Al this is perhaps one of the most well-known use of algorithms in
university teaching, with a large body of development work underway, private
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commercial interest and burgeoning research. I will consider learning analytics
as a surveilling and also performative gaze technology in Chapter 5. However,
in addition to this analysis, I will also consider video-conferencing software
and library-based infrared sensor technologies. In my conclusions, I pursue
the argument started in Chapter 1 that these are ultimately underpinned by an
implicit transhumanist vision of education and society, while acting against the
human in terms of embodiment, ephemerality, seclusion and co-presence. These
gazes and the underpinning cultures, I will argue, inculcate particular forms of
performativity at the level of academic staff, students, institutions and the sector
itself. Before I consider the effects of this algorithmic gaze, I will outline the
approach that will be analysed in the next chapter.
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Postphenomenology of Practice

Introduction

My intention in this book is to explore and hopefully shed light on a range
of phenomena relating to the algorithmic gaze in higher education, not from
the perspective of large empirical data sets showing sector-wide trends. There
is already a valuable research literature on each of the phenomena I consider,
providing findings at various levels of scale. My interest is instead in looking at
the effects of the gaze in terms of how it is experienced in the day-to-day life of
students and academic staff at the university and what it feels like on a granular
level as it unfolds. This type of question can be addressed by qualitative research
methodology, using methods such as interviews, observations, journaling,
visual methodologies and so on - approaches I have used in previous studies.
However, for the purposes of this book, I have chosen to use as a starting point
the approach I took in my last book (Gourlay 2020a) where I adopted Adams
and Thompson’s (2016) approach of ‘interviewing objects; using their heuristics
to investigate what I proposed to be the posthuman nature of the contemporary
university. Adams and Thompson’s use of the word ‘interview’ relates to the
etymology of the word, which comes from the old French verb sentrevoir, a word
composed of two elements: ‘entre’ which means between or mutual, and ‘voir,
meaning fo see. As they put it, “To inter-view an object or thing is therefore to
catch insightful glimpses of it in action, as it performs and mediates the gestures
and understandings of its human employer, and as it associates with others’
(Adams and Thompson 2016: 17-18). They suggest eight heuristics: (1) gathering
anecdotes, (2) following the actors, (3) listening for the invitational quality of
things, (4) studying breakdowns, accidents and anomalies, (5) discerning the
spectrum of human-technology-world relations, (6) applying the laws of media,
(7) unravelling translations and (8) tracing responses and passages. These are
derived from a range of theoretical perspectives such as Actor-Network Theory
(ANT) and Ihde’s (1990) postphenomenology of technics. I found this to be
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generative, in particular the phenomenological elements. For this reason, in this
book, I will draw on phenomenology to approach this enquiry, particularly the
work of Max van Manen (2014).

Phenomenology of practice

Van Manen (2014), in the second edition of Researching Lived Experience, sets
out what he calls a ‘hermeneutic phenomenological approach to the human
science of research and writing’ (2014: ix). His approach centres on ‘everyday
lived experience; using a form of semiotic enquiry based on writing. His focus
is ‘pedagogic’ in a broad sense, involving ‘an investigation of the meanings
of teaching, parenting, and related pedagogic vocations’ (2014: 1). For him,
phenomenological research always begins in the lifeworld, which he describes as
‘the natural attitude of everyday life’ (2014: 7), with reference to the philosopher
of phenomenology Husserl's (1970) notion of the pre-reflective, pre-theoretical
attitude. He describes the goal of this type of enquiry:

The end of human science research for educators is a critical pedagogical
competence: knowing how to act tactfully in pedagogic situations on the basis
of carefully edified thoughtfulness. To that end hermeneutic phenomenological
research reintegrates part and whole, the contingent and the essential, value and
desire. It encourages certain attentive awareness to the details and seemingly
trivial dimensions of our everyday educational lives. It makes us thoughtfully
aware of the consequential in the inconsequential, the significant in the taken-
for granted.(van Manen 1997: 8)

The core question of phenomenological enquiry for van Manen is, ‘What is
this or that kind of experience like?” (1997: 9), aiming for an understanding
which is pre-reflective as opposed to taxonomizing or classifying elements
of an experience. It is a search for the essence of an experience (Husserl 1982;
Merleau-Ponty 1962). For him, “The essence or nature of an experience has been
adequately described in language if the description reawakens or shows us the
lived quality and significance of the experience in a fuller or deeper manner’ (van
Manen 1997: 10). Strikingly, van Manen describes phenomenological research
as ‘a poetizing activity, which resists conclusions. As he puts it:

To summarize a poem in order to present the result would destroy the result
as the poem itself is the result. The poem is the thing. So phenomenology, not
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unlike poetry, is a poetizing project; it tries an incantative, evocative speaking, a
primal telling, wherein we aim to involve the voice in an original singing of the
world (Merleau-Ponty 1973). (van Manen 2014: 13)

The key notion here is of language that speaks the world as opposed to speaking
of it (van Manen 2014). As he puts it, ‘We must engage language in primal
incantation or poetizing which hearkens back to the silence from which the
words emanate. What we must do is discover what lies at the ontological core
of our being’ (van Manen 2014: 13). He refers to Heidegger’s (1950) notion of
phenomenological reflection following ‘woodpaths’ or Holzwege towards a
‘clearing’ ‘where something could be shown, revealed, or clarified in its essential
nature’ (van Manen 2014: 29).

Van Manen sets out his methodological structure for such an enquiry, identifying

six research activities. These are:

(1) Turning to a phenomenon that seriously interests us and commits us to
the world.

(2) Investigating experience as we live it rather than as we conceptualize it.

(3) Reflecting on the essential themes that characterize the phenomenon.

(4) Describing the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting.

(5) Maintaining a strong and oriented pedagogical relationship to the
phenomenon.

(6) Balancing the research context by considering parts and the whole.

(Van Manen 2014: 30-1)

He sets out a series of approaches in order to conduct this type of work:

(1) Using personal experience as a starting point.

(2) Tracing etymological sources.

(3) Searching idiomatic phrases.

(4) Obtaining experiential descriptions from others.
(5) Protocol writing (lived-experience descriptions).
(6) Interviewing (the personal life story).

(7) Observing (the experiential anecdote).

(8) Biography as a resource for experiential material.
(9) Diaries, journals and logs as sources of lived experiences.
(10) Art as a source of lived experience.

(11) Consulting phenomenological literature.
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He goes on to explore a range of approaches to phenomenological reflection,
one of which he calls ‘lifeworld existentials as guides to reflection’ (van
Manen 2014: 101). In this, he identifies what he regards as ‘four such
fundamental existential themes which probably pervade the lifeworlds of all
human beings, regardless of their historical, cultural or social situatedness’
(van Manen 2014: 101). These existentials are lived space (spatiality), lived
body (corporeality), lived time (temporality) and lived human relation
(relationality or communality) (van Manen 2014). These have been regarded
in the phenomenological literature as part of the fundamental structure of
the lifeworld (e.g. Merleau-Ponty 1962). In order to investigate these four
themes, for each of the gaze phenomena I consider, I focus on van Manen’s
four lifeworld existentials, probing into the nature of the gaze in each case.
These lifeworld existentials, as set out by van Manen, will form the core of
the anecdotes and reflections presented in this book and are therefore worthy
of close attention here. As he puts it, “The four fundamental existentials of
spatiality, corporeality, temporality, and relationality may be seen to belong to
the existential ground by way of which all human beings experience the world’
(van Manen 2014: 102).

Lived space

Van Manen describes this as ‘felt space] the experience of lived space which is

largely pre-verbal and pre-reflective. He describes it as follows (my emphasis):

And yet we know that the space in which we find ourselves affects the way we
feel. The huge spaces of a modern bank building may make us feel small, the
wide-open space of a landscape may make us feel exposed but also possibly free,
and just the opposite from the feeling we get in a crowded elevator. As we walk
into a cathedral we may be overcome by a silent sense of the transcendental, even
if we ordinarily are not particularly religious or churchgoing. Walking alone in a
foreign and busy city may render a sense of lostness, strangeness, vulnerability,
and possibly excitement or stimulation. In general, we may say that we become

the space we are in.(van Manen 2014: 102)

For van Manen, lived space is ‘a category for inquiring into the ways we
experience the affairs of our day-to-day existence; in addition, it helps us
uncover more fundamental meaning dimensions of lived life’ (van Manen 2014:
103). He provides examples of activities such as reading, writing and the types
of spaces where they might take place. Throughout my enquiry, I will consider
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the question of lived space in each example in order to situate the effects of these

various forms of the gaze in lived spaces of higher education.

Lived body

The second lifeworld existential proposed by van Manen is the lived body, which
‘refers to the phenomenological fact that we are always bodily in the world.
Importantly for the theme of this study, he states that ‘In our physical or bodily
presence we both reveal something about ourselves and we always conceal
something at the same time - not necessarily consciously or deliberately, but
rather in spite of ourselves. When the body is the object of someone else’s gaze,
it may lose its naturalness’ (van Manen 2014: 104). This lifeworld existential
is particularly important in this enquiry into the lived experiences of the
algorithmic gaze in the university, as the bodies of the students and academic
staff may be under direct observation or, as we will see, traces of their bodily
activities may be recorded by the gaze.

Lived time

van Manen describes lived time as distinct from clock time or objective time.
This relates to how we experience events, such as time appearing to go faster
when we are enjoying ourselves or to drag when we are bored. He also sets out
the importance of lived time to the present, in terms of our own histories and
orientation towards the future, ‘out temporal way of being in the world’ (van
Manen 2014). Questions surrounding temporality are also of great importance
to my enquiry, in terms of ways in which lived time is affected by the algorithmic
gaze, appearing to slow down in some situations, but more commonly leading
to a speeding up or a staccato, punctuating effect, as discussed in the examples
in later chapters.

Lived other

The final lifeworld existential identified by van Manen is lived others, which
he defines as ‘the lived relation we maintain with others in the interpersonal
space that we share with them’ (van Manen 2014). He emphasizes corporeal
relationality, such as the act of shaking hands, commenting that ‘Even if we
learn about another person only indirectly (by letter, telephone or book) we

have often already formed a physical impression of the person which later may
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get confirmed, or negated when we find out, to our surprise, that the person
looks very different from the way we expected’ (van Manen 2014: 105). He also
highlights the importance of our relations to the other in the human experience.
Again, this lifeworld existential is central to the question of this book, in terms of
considering how the gaze alters our relationality to others. van Manen does not
refer to the internet above, but his point about relationality when not physically
present together is a crucial one. This and other aspects of relationality under the

gaze will be explored in the subsequent chapters.

Postphenomenology of practice

In undertaking a study into the nature of the digital in higher education drawing
on phenomenology, it is important to acknowledge the emergence of a related
set of ideas in the philosophy of technology, postphenomenology, developed in
large part by the philosopher of science and technology Don Ihde, in a series
of influential works (e.g. 1979, 1986, 1990, 2009). In these works, Thde and
subsequent literature by scholars such as Verbeek (2001, 2005, 2011, 2015,
2016) and Rosenberger and Verbeek (2015) have drawn on the concepts of
phenomenology to analyse human-technology relations in the contemporary
period. In this section, I will consider this strand of work, discussing its
contributions and associated critiques.

TIhde’s establishment of postphenomenology was founded on his critical stance
towards ‘classical’ phenomenology. His claim centres on the need to examine
the relations between humans and technologies as applied to ‘real life’ contexts
of practice (Thde 1990). For Ihde, classical phenomenology lacked ‘a materially
sensitive post-phenomenology’ (Ihde 2018: viii). On his website, Verbeek defines
postphenomenology as follows: “The approach is called “post-phenomenological”
to express its ambivalent relation to the phenomenological tradition; on the
one hand, it is inspired by the phenomenological focus on experience and
concreteness, but on the other hand it distances itself from its romanticism
regarding technology and takes its starting point in empirical analyses of actual
technologies’ (Verbeek 2023). Thde’s proposals are also based on his view that
phenomenology falls short of understanding the social and cultural roles of
technology in the contemporary period of digital and knowledge technologies, as
opposed to those of the industrial age. Both of these objections centre particularly
on what he regards as deficiencies in Heidegger’s phenomenology in particular,
which he sets out in his book-length piece Heidegger’s Technologies (Thde 2010).
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With reference to Thde (2010), Glazebrook (2020) explicates how Ihde differs
from Heidegger: ‘the primary difference between Thde and Heidegger lies in
their treatment of the reductive nature of technology. Heidegger universalizes
“technology” by examining its “essence” as Gestell, i.e. a singular logic of
domination. Thde’s treatment is a non-totalising assessment of technology’s
praxical multiplicity’ (Glazebrook 2020: 24-5). Thde’s stance, as she puts it,
allows for ‘phenomenological analysis of a lifeworld in the midst of technologies
where the interrelations between people, technologies, and science reveal
messier but richer account’ (Glazebrook 2020: 25). Ihdes (2010) critique of
Heidegger argues against what he sees as Heidegger’s casting of technology as
monolithic and characterized throughout as in a relationship of human over
nature, with nature cast as a ‘resource. Ihde points out the increasing electronic
and diverse nature of contemporary technologies and argues that the philosophy
of technology must adapt. For Thde, unlike Heidegger, technoscience is not
necessarily dystopic in and of itself. Instead, he locates the political problem
in the epistemological privilege granted to the visual over the other senses
and a resultant reduction of seeing to objectification (Glazebrook 2020). Ihde
is concerned that visual metaphors are inadequate in terms of understanding
phenomena. What distinguishes visualization, he argues, is its amenability to
transform and repeat, such as Galileo’s telescope (Ihde 1998: 164). ‘Similarly,
X-rays, magnetic resonance imagery, computerized or positron emissions
tomography, and sonograms generate stop-time visualizations of interiors’
(Glazebrook 2020: 31). These visualizations, along with readable inscriptions
such as linguistic written texts, are not isomorphic with the ‘things themselves,
which become referent objects (Ihde 1998: 160-1). As Glazebrook puts it:

Reducing experience to the visual extracts what is experienced from the
lifeworld of experience. The physical image, e.g. a photograph of a baby, remains
in the quotidian of the lifeworld and wears and ages, as does the baby, but what
is depicted is displaced from the lifeworld to quasi-immortality — the baby is
frozen in time in the photograph in the time it was taken. (Glazebrook 2020: 32)

Glazebrook goes on to discuss the implications of Thde’s call for a ‘whole
body” knowledge (Ihde 1998). However, in the same edited collection, some
critical commentaries on Ihde are offered. For example, Scharff (2006) adopts
a more critical stance on Thde’s orientation towards Heidegger, pointing out
his admiration of Heidegger’s phenomenology, in which Ihde describes as ‘his
most brilliant insights into what was to become his philosophy of technology
took shape’ (Thde 2010: 15). However, Scharft reminds us of Thde’s objections
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to Heidegger on metaphysical grounds, where ‘reactionary modernism . . .
hybridizes industrially styled technologies to a volkisch romanticism [that] is
no longer a viable position for philosophy of technology’ (Ihde 2010: 4). The
plank of Thde’s argument is that Heidegger’s stance towards technology does not
pertain to the contemporary period of digital and nanotechnologies but refers
more to the industrial age. Scharff argues that Thde is objecting to a supposedly
all-encompassing notion of Heidegger’s Bestand, or ‘standing reserve’ being
characterized by an ‘essence’ which is unchanging and monolithic. However,
Scharff points out that Heidegger uses the word Wesen in the verbal sense of
‘essencing) ‘that is, of constituting the continuing occurrence of a predominant
way that meaning is disclosed” (Scharft 2020: 64). Ihde accuses Heidegger of
generating abstractions about technology in general in an earlier ‘rust belt’
period, as opposed to considering empirically particular cases, or the possibility
of subsequent technological development which might render the analysis
obsolete. Scharft digs further to understand Thde’s apparent animus towards
Heidegger, in particular looking at Thde’s portrayal of Heidegger’s concept of
techne as an expression of old-fashioned nostalgia for obsolete, pre-industrial
technologies, such as workshop tools and peasants’ shoes, while expressing dislike
for ‘modern’ technologies such as large steel bridges or writing technologies after
the pen. Interestingly, Scharff points out that Heidegger has a clear preference
for technologies that involve embodiment relations, for example, his dislike of
the typewriter as ‘it takes the hand out of writing’ (Scharft 2020: 65), therefore
dehumanizing us by a subject-object dualism, which distances us further from
the device. Scharft poses the following question in his critique of Thde: “‘What sort
of postphenomenologist can simultaneously oppose one-size-fits-all accounts,
accept fairly high-level generalizations of their own, and yet insist that “concrete”
consideration of “actual technologies” is what really matters?’ (Scharft 2020: 66).
He points out that Thde grants Husserl the benefit of the doubt concerning the
degree to which his terminology should be read literally, claiming it should be
taken in a heuristic spirit, while in his view Heidegger must be read literally. As
he puts it:

Why must a postphenomenologist interpret Husserl and Heidegger in such
radically uneven ways? Why, for example, does Thde think Husser!’s few obviously
non-philosophical mentions of a couple of household technologies and scientific
instruments of his day deserve a whole chapter — where we are urged to consider
these casual references as signs that Husserl may well have been ‘on the way
to an inversion of the natural attitude’ — while Heidegger’s detailed analyses of
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old vs. newer technologies are simply dismissed as peasantish, romantic, and
merely more evidence of his essentialist ‘blindness . . . to the differing contexts
and multidimensionalities of technologies that a pragmatic-phenomenological
account can better bring forth’? (Scharff 2020: 67)

Scharff calls into question Thde’s stance regarding treating technologies as tools
‘with shelf lives. He then contrasts Heidegger’s and Ihde’s criticism of Husserl’s
transcendentalism and resistance to appeals to lived experience, pointing
out that although they overlap in substance, their conclusions are different.
Thompson (2020), in the same volume, offers a critique of Thde’s engagement
with philosophical pragmatism and its resultant effects; this complex piece
is beyond the scope of this book, but also calls into question some of the
theoretical foundations of Ihde’s work. What is apparent in these detailed and
scholarly critiques of Thde is that there are tensions and inconsistencies in
the claims underpinning his concept of postphenomenology, which must be
acknowledged. His critique of Heidegger may be regarded as disproportionate
in relation to his stance towards Husser]l and could even be viewed as ‘straw-
manning’ in places, as implied above. His engagement with pragmatism might
be regarded as a theoretical move that serves to undermine the coherence of the
concept. However, noting these objections, I would like to move on to the next
section to review how postphenomenology has been taken up in educational
research.

The contribution of postphenomenological research to educational technology
in particular is reviewed by Aagaard (2017), in which he covers descriptive
phenomenology (Giorgi 2009), hermeneutic phenomenology (van Manen 1990)
(as discussed above) and also discusses how Ihde’s (2009) postphenomenology

differs from these orientations, as he suggests in three ways:

First, it is not concerned with immaterial subjectivity, but with bodily relations
to technologies. Embodiment thus replaces Husserlian consciousness and
its ‘disembodied view-from-nowhere’ (Ihde 2008: 3). Second, it is committed
to the notion of multistability, which ontologically replaces the essences of
Husserlian phenomenology and refers to a technology’s various partially
determined trajectories in different contexts (Ihde 2009). A lighter, for instance,
is usually used to light things like candles or cigarettes, but can also be used to
open bottles. There is thus no ‘essential’ use of the lighter. New technologies
like laptops, tablets, and smartphones are even designed to incorporate such
multistability (Ihde 2012). Finally, Thde (2009: 63) holds that hermeneutic

phenomenology remains under the influence of a linguistic turn in twentieth-
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century continental philosophy in which ‘the silent privilege of the linguistic
continued to hold sway’ Thde replaces this postmodern world-as-text metaphor
with a perceptual-bodily referentiality. The anchor in postphenomenology, in
other words, is embodiment. This bodily focus owes a great debt to Maurice
Merleau-Ponty. (Aagaard 2017: 525-6)

The emphasis is on how technologies mediate our being in the world, a view in
which technologies are not regarded as neutral but are, in fact, transformative of
our experiences.

Aagaard refers to Verbeek’s (2011) linkage of postphenomenology to Actor-
Network Theory:

Against the modern image of the autonomous subject, postphenomenology
emphasizes an amodern, heteronomous subject whose comportment is
always closely interwoven with the material environment in which it plays out
(Verbeek 2011). This technological mediation of intentionality, however, does
not imply an elimination of human freedom. Technologies do not determine
what we do: They set up spaces of possibilities that enable and constrain
certain actions and perceptions, but the room for maneuver within these
spaces is what constitutes human freedom. Human freedom is not an absence
of technological influences, but the practice of coping with such influences.
‘Rather than clinging to a view of human freedom as absolute autonomy and
sovereignty from technology, it seems wise to reinterpret freedom as a person’s
ability to relate to what determines and influences him or her’ (Verbeek, 2011:
156). (Aagaard 2017: 527)

Aagaard suggests two possible approaches to empirical research: (1)
in-depth exploration of the typical use of a particular technology, and (2)
critical comparison of multiple versions of a technology. He draws, as I have
previously done, on Adams and Thompson’s (2016) interviewing objects,
which deploys a series of heuristics drawing on postphenomenology, ANT,
media ecology and hermeneutic phenomenology. The second approach is
illustrated in terms of Rosenberger’s (2014) variation cross-examination,
which examines the ‘multiple stabilities’ of a technology, such as its contextual
embedment, material make-up and relation to embodied users. Using the
example of a public bench, Aagaard points out that benches may be used
for sitting or sleeping, but a bench could be designed in such a way as to
discourage homeless people from sleeping on it. This type of contrasting,
he points out, has been used in educational research by Mangen’s analyses
of digital versus analogue books (Mangen and Balsvik 2016; Mangen and
Kuiken 2014).
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It is clear from Aagaard’s review and also from looking at burgeoning current
work in the field of postphenomenology in education, such as an edited collection
currently in preparation (Bohlmann and Breil: 2024), that despite criticisms of
Thde as set out above, the concept is in the ascendant in educational research
and continues to evolve and develop, with postphenomenology proving to be a
generative approach in deepening our understanding of technologies as they are
in the world and how they relate to us. The work of Adams and Thompson (2016)
and Adams and Turville (2018) among others has also shown the potential of
this perspective and associated approaches to the study of digital technologies
in education in particular. In a recent edited collection with a foreword by Ihde
(Aagaard et al. 2018), Adams and Turville provide an overview and proposal for
working with van Manen’s phenomenology of practice informed by the insights
of Thde’s and Verbeeks postphenomenology. They point to several education
scholars who are already publishing their work explicitly as postphenomenology,
including Aagaard (2015a, 2015b, 2017), Hasse (2008, 2015a, 2015b), Jubien
(2014, 2015) and Rohl (20124, 2012b, 2015).

Importantly for this study, Adams and Turville’s proposed approach is
strictly informed’ by van Manen’s phenomenology of practice, whose aim
they describe as ‘to describe and reflect on a phenomenon of professional or
personal interest by attending to the prereflective or everyday lifeworld’ (Adams
and Turville 2018: 11-12). In this regard, they appear to ‘build a bridge’ from
postphenomenology back to van Manen. They make the point that van Manen’s
phenomenology of practice was already pragmatic and empirical, and ‘situated
in the prereflective, concrete everydayness of things’ (Adams and Turville 2018:
12), therefore meaning that researchers looking at technology did not have
to make a major adjustment towards postphenomenology. They propose that
postphenomenology signals ‘a nuanced change from classical phenomenology
by thematising of materiality, particularly in the form of instruments and devices
in which we make “worlds” available to us which were previously unexperienced
and unperceived’ (Idhe 2003: 20, in Adams and Turville 2018: 12), a focus which
fits well with van Manen’s work, also echoing VerbeeKs (2015) ambition for
postphenomenology to combine philosophical analysis with empirical analysis.

In their postphenomenology of practice (henceforth PpoP), Adams and
Turville make a distinction between the prereflective, which they call ‘the natural
attitude’ and the reflective, which they characterize as ‘the phenomenological
attitude, comparing these to the distinction between data collection and analysis
in qualitative research. In PpoP, the first step is to gather prereflective data, such as

interviews, observations and journals, in order to craft ‘anecdotes that describe a
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particular technology or thing as occurrent in everyday life’ (Adams and Turville
2018: 12). For them: ‘A finished (post)phenomenological research text is a weave
of both prereflective material and reflective insights intending to (1) emulate
human-technology-world entwinements through textual description, and (2)
explore and shed light on particular technology - texturings of pedagogical
lifeworlds - relational, corporeal, spatial, temporal, material, and medial’
(Adams and Turville 2018: 12). They describe how the things in our everyday
world ‘speak to us prereflectively, such as the chair inviting us to sit. We respond
to ‘the call’ of things, which take us into a world that the thing opens for us. In
this way, we dwell in a primordial ‘rapport with things’ (Heidegger 1951/1971:
157). They propose that “These silent, ongoing corporeal conversations with
our sociomaterial surround may be glimpsed by attending to the vocative or
invitational quality of a given technology’ (Adams and Turville 2018:13).

They go on to set out approaches to gathering prereflective data; I will review
this in detail as I draw on some of these approaches throughout this book while
thinking through van Manenss lifeworld existentials, as set out above. The first is
composing anecdotes through self-observation or phenomenological protocol
writing. This involves careful attention to one’s own lifeworld, in a non-intrusive
manner ‘so as not to disturb the moment or event in its unfolding ‘in the wild’
(Adams and Turville 2018: 13), applying what they call a ‘writerly attention to
what appears in its prereflective lived-throughness’ (Adams and Turville 2018),
with attention to the sensuous, gestural and situated detail of the moment. They
quote Thde using such a technique:

Ipickup...a piece of chalk and begin to trace it across the . .. blackboard. Upon
a careful examination of this experience I suddenly discover that I experience
the roughness of the board at the end of the chalk. This is, of course, also
Merleau-Ponty’s blind man who experiences the ‘world’ at the end of his cane.
If I begin to be descriptively rigorous, I find I must say that what I feel is felt
locally at the end of the chalk, or better, at the chalk-blackboard junction. The
‘terminus’ of my intentional extension into the world is on the blackboard, and I
have discovered (contrary to empiricism) that touch is also a distant sense. (Thde
1979: 7, in Adams and Turville 2018: 13-14)

Adams has used this approach in her description of a moment of typing on a
keyboard, as part of a study of writing in schools:

My hand, or rather hands at the desktop computer (or laptop or iPad) keyboard
want to write, and too, they want to write together. Rhythmic taps and clustered
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bursts of understanding live effortlessly between them. They have long since
established a unique corpus of keystroke dances and jigs, as singular as my
handwritten signature. Together my two hands’ fingers patter out letters, words,
and sentences, dividing their choreographic work seamlessly among themselves.
The right hand, in command of the drop-down menus, tabs, toolbar and scroll,
moves fluidly back and forth between mouse and keyboard. There is no question
of encroaching on one another’s space: my fingers and hands are the space.
(Adams, 2016: 483 in Adams and Turville 2018: 14)

The next approach they describe is using interviews, eliciting lived-experience
descriptions focused on the interviewee’s everyday experience with the
technology, and focused on detailed descriptions of specific moments. Prompts
are used to help the participant recall what happened in lived-through detail.
This approach has been used by Aagaard (2015a), also described in Adams
and Thompson’s section on gathering anecdotes (2017: 24-33). I draw on one
research interview of this kind in my analysis. A third approach they describe
is composing anecdotes through observation of others in their technologized
surroundings, an approach also used in ANT and new materialist ethnographies.
This was also used by Aagaard (2015b) as part of an observational study of
classroom device use. This allows the researcher to notice aspects of practice
which are not visible in their own experience. R6hl describes how they used this
approach:

When I visited the science classes, I usually sat on a chair at one of the desks,
listened to classroom discourse, observed experiments and copied what was
written on the blackboard into my notebook — much like the students I observed.
Thus, I was similarly affected by the material objects used in the classroom and
can use that perspective to describe how demonstration experiments and the
blackboard invite us to use them in a specific way. (R6hl, 2012b: 54 in Adams
and Turville 2018: 16)

They then go on to discuss how these accounts can be reflected on. They refer

to Merleau-Ponty, who sees the goal of phenomenological reflection as follows:

Reflection does not withdraw from the world toward the unity of consciousness
as the world’s basis; it steps back to watch the forms of transcendence fly up like
sparks from a fire; it slackens the intentional threads which attach us to the world
and thus brings them to notice; it alone is consciousness of the world because it
reveals that world as strange and paradoxical. (Merleau-Ponty 1945/2012: xv in
Adams and Turville 2018: 16)
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They set out how this process involved the epoché-reduction couplet, which they
describe as a ‘twofold methodological gesture that intends to at once suspect one’s
preconceptions (i.e. the epoché) in order to discover the experiential surge of the
lifeworld (i.e. the reduction proper)’ (van Manen 2014). They emphasize this
does not require an attempt to reduce a phenomenon to a single essence; they
point out the etymology of reduction is ‘to bring back or restore. The goal is to
lead us to the prereflective wholeness of the phenomenon (see van Manen 2014:
218). They link this to Thde’s work, where he refers to this as ‘phenomenological
looking’:

The first steps of phenomenological looking are usually called an epoché,
which means to suspend or step back from our ordinary ways of looking, to
set aside our usual assumptions regarding things. Within this general stance,
particular levels of stepping back are then determined; these levels are termed
phenomenological reductions. I shall interpret these specifications as working
rules or directions for the way the investigation may proceed. Thus, epoché and
phenomenological reductions may also be called hermeneutic rules, since they
provide the shape or focus of the inquiry. Hermeneutic in its broadest sense
means interpretation, and rules give shape to an interpretation. (Ihde, 2012b: 17
in Adams and Turville 2018: 18)

In van Manen (2014) the eidetic reduction is a process which reveals a
phenomenon through examining its difference with others, by looking at what
it is not, an approach used extensively by Ihde to uncover the multistabilities
of a given technology (Ihde 2009; Rosenberger 2014; Verbeek 2005). A further
approach to perform eidetic reduction in reflective analysis is by studying
breakdowns, also used in ANT (e.g. Latour 1996), ethnomethodology (e.g.
Garfinkel 1967) and media ecology (e.g. McLuhan, Hutcheon, and McLuhan
1977). Analysis of a breakdown ‘provides a reliable way of surfacing our
otherwise taken-for-granted, constitute relations with technologies and thus
make them available for inquiry’ (Adams and Turville 2018: 19). Adams (2016)
used a consideration of her broken hand in her analysis of scholastic writing
instruments to perform an eidetic reduction. With reference to Merleau-Ponty’s

(1962) discussion of an organist adjusting to a new organ, she writes:

A similar gestural rehearsal, resizing, and resettling unfolded as I tried
keyboarding with my injured hand. My writing instruments — keyboard, mouse,
screen, and word processor — had not changed, but one of my hands had. As a
‘subject who [had already learned] to type; I had fliterally incorporate[d] the
space of the keyboard into [my] bodily space’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012: 146).
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Trying to keyboard and mouse in this somewhat modified material landscape,
‘new knot[s] of significations’ began to form as my writerly body adjusted,
returned, and reorganized. With a little practice, my new hand and finger
situation were quickly inducted into and absorbed in the new arrangement.
An adjusted, but nonetheless wholly familiar, writing templum once again
convened. (Adams, 2016: 484 in Adams and Turville 2018: 19-20)

They refer to Ash and Simpson (2014), who emphasize the importance of
attention to lived corporeal engagements with things in PpoP research,
alongside ‘an emphasis on the ways in which the body-subject undergoes
constant processes of ‘affectual composition; in and through its relations with
a material-agential world’ (Ash and Simpson 2014:8 in Adams and Turville
2018: 20).

In the following two chapters, I will use van Manen’s four lifeworld
existentials, combined with some of the approaches suggested by Adams and
Turville, in an attempt to use a postphenomenological approach to my enquiry
into the algorithmic gaze. I structure my analysis in two ways: thematically and
in terms of scale of focus. My first division is to propose two broad categories
of the algorithmic gaze. Chapter 4 focuses on phenomena I suggest might be
characterized as examples of the audit gaze, drawing on Strathern’s (2000)
concept of audit cultures. These, I propose, are gaze phenomena that focus on
recording, quantification, measurement, comparison and judgement of academic
scholarly performance. In turn, I consider this in terms of the individual scholar
looking at engagement with the h-index, the academic department entangled
with the UK Government Research Excellence Framework and the institution
in its involvement with the QS international university league tables. In Chapter
5, I turn my attention to instances of what I propose as the performative gaze,
drawing on Macfarlane (2017), one which I suggest more strongly requires a
particular type of embodied, active response or compliance in the here and now,
or in the future. Here I consider three gaze phenomena in the university. The
first is a video-conferencing platform such as Zoom, the second is the use of
learning analytics dashboards (LADs) embedded in a learning management
system (LMS) such as Moodle and the third is infrared sensor technology used
in university libraries to detect seat occupancy.
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The Audit Gaze

Introduction

The cliché of the academic sitting and reading in a study in their ‘ivory
tower’ campus is a pervasive one, suggesting a life of quiet scholarship and
contemplation. The early university was, in many respects, a protected space
where scholars could pursue their studies to some extent away from the rest
of society. Clearly, in the absence of digital technologies, all engagement in
terms of teaching and scholarly conversation was embodied and ephemeral in
the sense that it would not be recorded, with the exception of notetaking. The
physical campus, it might be argued, was a secluded place, which was not easily
observed from outside. Another feature was that its members were required to
be co-present. Without technologies allowing for distant communication and
with a scarcity of printed materials, teaching took place with people together
in lecture rooms and studies. Clearly, the university changed its practices and
uses of media gradually over history, as explored by Friesen (2017). However, it
could be argued that the features of embodiment, ephemerality, seclusion and
co-presence were still predominant until recently in universities around the
world. My thesis is that these have been radically disrupted and displaced by
transhumanist ideologies of datafication, digitization and the algorithmic gaze.
Over two chapters, I will explore what I consider to be different forms of gaze
and their effects. In this first of two analysis chapters, I turn my attention to
what I call the ‘audit gaze’ in contemporary universities and the effects it has on
academic faculty, the academic department and the university more broadly.

The audit gaze

The study of audit cultures in universities is not a new subfield but was recognized
and explored by Strathern and colleagues over twenty years ago (Strathern 2000).
Strathern considers the nature of these cultures:
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They determine the allocation of resources and can seem crucial to the
credibility of enterprises; people become devoted to their implementation; they
evoke a common language of aspiration. They also evoke anxiety and small
resistances, are held to be deleterious to certain goals, and as overdemanding
if not outright damaging. An old name is used for the new phenomenon:
accountability. Its dual credentials in moral reasoning and in the methods
and precepts of financial accounting go back a long way. But over the last two
decades, and in numerous contexts, it has acquired a social presence of a new
kind. (Strathern 2000: 1)

She identifies a ‘ubiquitous consensus . . . which endorses government through
the twin passage points of economic efficiency and good practice’ (Strathern
2000), reminding us that the roots of audit lie in the protocols of financial
accountability. Strathern argues that audit does not simply consist of a set of
mundane practices but is, in fact, a ‘distinct cultural artefact’ (Strathern 2000: 2).
She touches on one of the key features of the nature of audit, its apparent
unassailability, as she puts it ‘audit is almost impossible to criticize in principle —
after all, it advances values that academics generally hold dear, such as
responsibility, openness about outcomes and widening of access’ (Strathern
2000: 3). These ‘rituals of verification’ (Power 1997) impinge on the work of
academics in a range of ways. She suggests that we view audit as a non-human
agent or an actant in terms of Actor-Network Theory (e.g. Law 1999), to which
powers are attributed. The edited volume focuses on ethnographic studies
of academics’ lived experiences of audit cultures. In their chapter, Shore and
Wright (2000) examine what they call ‘the rapid and relentless spread of coercive
technologies of accountability into higher education’ (Shore and Wright 2000:
57). With reference to Foucault, they point out the effect these processes can

have, worth quoting in full:

Our analysis underlines the fact that audit technologies being introduced into
higher education and elsewhere are not simply innocuously neutral, legal-
rational practices: rather, they are instruments for new forms of governance and
power. They embody a new rationality and morality and are designed to engender
among academic staff new norms of conduct and professional behaviour. In
short, they are agents for the creation of new kinds of subjectivity: self-managing
individuals who render themselves auditable. (Shore and Wright 2000: 57)

They examine the etymological roots of the word audit, which stems from the
Latin audire, meaning to hear. It is defined as follows by the Oxford English

Dictionary:
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(1) Statement of account, balance sheet.
(2) (From late Medieval English) Periodic settlement of accounts between
landlord and tenants.
(3) Official examination of verification.
(4) Hearing, enquiry, judicial examination.
(5) (Figurative) Reckoning, settlement, especially Day of Judgement.
((Shore and Wright 2000: 59)

As they point out, audit is ‘essentially an exercise of power between scrutinizer
and observed: the latter are rendered into objects of information, never subjects
in communication (Foucault 1977)" (Shore and Wright 2000: 59). They trace
how in the 1980s in UK universities, the term ‘audit’ became unmoored from
its original financial meaning to be associated with terms such as ‘performance,
‘quality assurance, ‘good practice’ and so on. This, as they set out, led to
(following Foucault 1991) a ‘neo-liberal governmentality’ (Shore and Wright
2000: 61), which ‘inculcates new norms and values by which external regulatory
mechanisms transform the conduct of organizations and individuals in their
capacity as “self-actualizing” agents, so as to achieve political objectives through
“action at a distance” (Miller and Rose 1990: 1) (ibid.). Shore and Wright point
out that these political technologies function by recasting a political impetrative
in an apparently neutral discourse of science (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982). The
effect is to construct systems in which institutions and individuals are ranked

against one another:

The supposed ‘self-empowerment’ of this system rests on a simultaneous
imposition of external control from above and internalization of new norms
so that individuals can continuously improve themselves. In short, external
subjection and internal subjectification are combined so that individuals conduct
themselves in terms of the norms through which they are governed. Audit thus
becomes a political technology of the self: a means through which individuals
actively and freely regulate their own conduct and thereby contribute to the
government’s model of social order. (Shore and Wright 2000: 61-2)

In this system, the individual professional is converted into an economic unit
of resource, to be monitored and enhanced. Shore and Wright go on to trace
the rise of ‘New Public Management under the Conservative Party in the UK
in the 1980s and the resultant effect on the university sector. At that time, the
Universities Funding Council began to reward or penalize institutions financially
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in relation to how many students they recruited, and the Higher Education
Funding Council began to exert greater control. There was a stronger emphasis
on the rhetoric of ‘quality, despite, as Shore and Wright point out, the centrality
of economic imperatives to the government of the day. The authors provide
a detailed historical overview of the development of audits in the UK higher
education system through the 1990s, tracing the rise and frequency of audits
such as the Research Assessment Exercise and the Teaching Quality Assessment.
These exercises, they argue, came with a high burden of costs and time for the
universities, set departments against one another, and damaged collegiality.
“Thus, academic peers found themselves in a policing role in a punitive and
divisive system’ (Shore and Wright 2000: 70). The Dearing Report (Dearing 1997)
led to the creation of two new agencies, The Institute for Learning and Teaching
and the Quality Assurance Agency. Shore and Wright sum up the effects:

All the elements of new managerialism are evident in these new bodies. First,
they set up pseudo-markets and reorganize institutions into quasi-businesses.
Second, they police organizations’ own systems of control, through intermediary
bodies and ‘action at a distance’ Third, they create new, ostensibly independent
experts whose knowledge is used as the basis for systems of audit and is also
accessible to individuals who wish to improve themselves. Fourth, they rely on
techniques of the self which render political subjects governable by requiring
that individuals behave as responsible, self-activating, free agents who have
internalized the new normative frameworks. Fifth, through requiring disciplines
to formulate Subject Benchmarks they encourage disciplines to re-organize
themselves and, paradoxically, to act more collectively. Sixth, when successful,
‘they bring persons, organizations and [political] objectives into alignment’
(Miller and Rose 1990: 1), thus squaring the circle of efficiency, economy and
arms-length control. (Shore and Wright 2000: 71)

The authors conclude with a discussion about how the panopticon-like nature of
audit cultures in universities are designed to create a climate of insecurity, lead
to overwork, result in the erosion of collegiate trust and the loss of academic
autonomy, in a scenario in which the individual is required to ‘self-actualize’. They
finish with a discussion of how a discipline (in their case, Social Anthropology)
and an individual might resist audit cultures in a range of ways.

The extent to which university life is regulated, watched over and subjected
to various regimes of audit is a theme that has been extensively discussed
and critiqued in the higher education literature. The marketization and
neoliberalization of universities in the UK have been identified as key drivers

in the increase in the importance of university rankings and other forms of
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government audit, such as the Research Excellence Framework (discussed in
more detail later in this chapter). These sociopolitical changes have clearlyled toa
range of effects in terms of how universities are run, how they position themselves
and how their members are positioned as a result. This has resulted in practices
whose purpose is to record and measure the ‘performance’ of the university and
its members in various ways, in order, it is claimed, to allow students as ‘clients’
to judge the ‘quality’ of the university or course under consideration or to allow
for government funds to be allocated for research. Academic staff are also
required to account for their activities via the UK-based Transparent Approach
to Costing (TRAC), ‘a methodology developed with the higher education sector
to help them cost their activities’ (TRAC 2023), internal workload management
systems, performance reviews and student feedback. Universities are required to
take part in ‘mock’ audit exercises internally in preparation for external audit.
Increasingly, they are expected to submit to and demonstrate metrics regarding
their publications on websites that can be viewed publicly. In all of these cases,
practices must be seen; they must be visible, recordable and measurable.

I will consider three examples of technologies of the audit gaze on academic
life. My focus will be first at the level of the individual opting in to self-surveil by
means of the h-index. The second section will look at the UK REF and its effects,
focusing particularly on an internal department-level ‘mock REF’ exercise. The
third section will turn attention to the international context with a focus on
international QS university rankings. I will look at these with reference to the
four lifeworld existentials as set out by van Manen.

Self-surveillance: The h-index

In the contemporary higher education sector, there are several mechanisms by
which academic publications are monitored and quantified. One such metric
is the ‘h-index] which was introduced by Hirsch (2005) in order to provide a
profile of an individual scholar in terms of the number of papers published, in
relation to the number of times each paper has been cited in other academic
publications. The index then generates a score ‘h; which is the largest number
h, such that h articles each have h citations. For example, an author who has
published twenty papers of which eighteen have been cited eighteen times would
have an h-index score of eighteen. The use of the h-index is presented in some
quarters as unproblematically helpful to scholars, for example, with one major
academic publisher setting out that ‘At the end of the day, the h-index is used
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as a sign of self-worth for scholars in almost every field of research’ (Elsevier
Author Services 2023). On the same website resource, Elsevier points out that
the h-index is commonly referred to in academic recruitment, and they also
suggest that authors should analyse their citation profile to inform the design and
implementation of future projects. However, the h-index has also been critiqued
within the field of evaluative bibliometrics, specifically that the measurement
of performance at the level of the individual is problematic due to the small
scale of the output. Glanzel (2006) and Bornmann and Daniel (2005) point out
that research productivity, number of publications and citation impact are not
necessarily correlated variables.

As I discussed in Gourlay (2022b), the assumptions of certainty surrounding
the h-index may be critiqued with reference to Williamson’s (2017b) application
of Jasanoft’s (2015) sociotechnical imaginary, in particular the assumption of
‘the inherent truthfulness and unbiased, impartial agnosticism of numbers’
(Williamson 2017b: 109). However, as I argued in that paper, a range of points
may be raised regarding the relationship between the apparently straightforward
‘score’ produced by such a metric and the unfolded reality of a publication career,
taking into account variables such as the conventions of a particular discipline,
and the lived trajectory of an individual. The metric favours a particular type
of career in which a large number of papers are published and cited, outcomes
which may seem ‘neutral’ and equally available to all. However, it can be argued
that the exercise occludes inequalities and barriers faced by scholars who may not
have had privileged access to academic progression, such as via what Macfarlane
and Jefferson call ‘guild power’ in ‘the closed academy’ (Macfarlane and Jefferson
2022). Academic staff may, for example have taken periods of maternity leave or
may not have had access to the networks of influence which might allow them
opportunities to co-author papers. They may not have had access to the same
resources or they may be excluded due to discrimination.

Accordingly, I argued in Gourlay (2022b) that the h-index cannot be regarded
as a value-neutral measuring tool; instead, it carries an implicit ideology and
imaginary of a putative ‘ideal scholar, maximally well connected and highly
‘productive’ and ‘impactful’ The sheer numbers of papers and citations are taken
as a proxy for intellectual achievement, reifying the notion that a ‘good’ scholar
always produces more. As Prinsloo (2017) set out in his discussion of ‘algorithmic
decision-making in higher education’ with reference to Aneesh (2006, 2009), it
can be argued that the h-index is an example of a tendency where ‘code appears
to have . . . taken over the managerial function of supervision and guidance’

(Aneesh 2009: 355), being used as a metric for appointments and promotions.
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This incentive could have a normative effect and may lead to scholars adopting
particular publication tactics to boost their score. I reflect on my own lived

experience of using the h-index, focusing on the four lifeworld existentials.

Anecdotes

I provide two anecdotes based on self-observations below of recent lived
experiences of the h-index. Below that, I reflect on my experience of the

phenomenon in terms of van Manens lifeworld essentials.

I receive an email from Google Scholar informing me that my work has been
cited in four new publications. I feel a small rush of pleasure. I wonder if these
citations have ‘tipped’ my score up, so I go directly to my Google Scholar page. I look
immediately at my score and feel a small sense of disappointment that it has not
changed. The citations are not for the papers placed just under the score in the list;
if they were, the score would increase if they received one or two citations. I feel a
stab of annoyance with myself that I care (given my critical views on this and other
regimes of audit). I feel a pang of shame that I am possibly indulging in academic
vanity or competitiveness. I close the website and go back to the email. I check who
has cited my work. I recognize one of the authors, a scholar I respect. I feel gratified
that they have cited me. I delete the email, feeling a sense of consternation.

On another occasion, I am writing an application for a discretionary incremental
pay award. I am seeking to convince my Head of Department that my ‘performance’
has exceeded what might be expected for a member of the academic staff at my
level. I feel my scholarship has deepened over the previous year, and I think perhaps
I might deserve this reward. But its hard to quantify. I update my CV, adding the
papers I have published since my last appraisal. I also add the conference papers
and a couple of keynotes. I don’t want to refer to the h-index; I feel a strong sense
of resistance against using it as some sort of ‘proof’ that I have performed in a
particular way. I don’t regard the number of citations to my papers as the most
important measure of my work in terms of how I feel about it or whether I think
it has been worthwhile in any way. My view on it is entirely qualitative, based on
whether I wrote anything which I'm vaguely happy with. I don’t read my work
after I've published it, only if I need to check something. I stopped using academic
Twitter/X and websites such as Academia.edu or ResearchGate several years ago.
I never blog. But the pragmatist in me decided to keep the h-index. I know as
I write my application that I will give in’ and mention it (not that my score is

particularly impressive). But I feel I need something I can point to, a number. The
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existence of the h-index and the logic of ‘evidencing’ my performance to get a pay
award become too hard to resist, so I include a mention of it in the application and

immediately feel compromised.

Lived space

The h-index only exists for me as a website as part of Google Scholar. I experience
it most often when sitting alone working at home on my laptop. When I receive
the email, I click on my web browser if it is not already open, away from my
email. I enter my name on Google. My Google Scholar page is always the second
website shown by the search, after my UCL webpage. I click on it and see the
screen with a small photo of myself taken quite a few years ago on holiday. My
‘score’ is on the right, above a bar chart that depicts the number of citations of
my work each year since 2017. The centre of the webpage displays a list of titles
in blue. The ones at the top are my most cited papers, most of which were written
some years ago. The titles and chart represent texts which I do not own as paper
printouts, although I may have done so in the past. I do not have a printer at
home and have not used one at work for several years. I moved offices recently
and in the ‘clear out’ I discarded all the papers I had in folders, partly due to
space limitations. So, my current lived experience of all the papers I have written
is solely of digital documents. I no longer use the digital storage space provided
by my university as it was slightly more complex to access remotely during the
pandemic, and I have been mostly working at home for four years. Instead, I
store the PDFs as email attachments in a folder. They are mostly available on my
UCL website. Once I have looked at the score, I close the Google Scholar page.

As a space, it is always available and present for me to ‘enter’ very quickly.

Lived body

When I look at the h-index, I am sitting comfortably in my domestic setting. I
am almost still; my only movements are my hands on the keyboard and my eyes
looking at different parts of the screen. As a human, I am represented by the
h-index by my name and a small photograph. Apart from that, it consists of titles
and the chart, which represent my papers. Each of the titles refers to a paper
that I wrote with my hands, eyes and mind. I wrote them in different houses
and rooms, entangled with different devices and material objects. They involved
handling a lot of physical books, which I bought and stuck post-it notes in. The

papers also involved speech, as I listened to seminars, discussed ideas, talked
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about the papers, complained to people I am close to when frustrated with a lack
of progress or expressed pleasure if I felt one had turned out okay. Many of them
involved the embodied actions of empirical research, including, in the case of
one project, repeated interviews over a year. Each of those interviews took place
in my old office, each time with me sitting together with my interviewee. All of
this complex embodied action over twenty years is contained on this webpage.

I began using the h-index several years ago after being shown by a colleague.
When I first set up my profile, my h-index was nine. I felt this number was rather
low, and my initial reaction was to feel exposed and slightly ashamed that I did
not have a more ‘impressive’ score. I also felt uncomfortable with the exposure in
my publication list of a gap of a few years post PhD when I published very little,
as I had been in a highly teaching-intensive role at a university that did not offer
robust support for research in my department or funding to attend conferences.
For several years I forgot about the h-index and only returned to it when I was
applying for a promotion. The number had gone up, which I used as evidence for
my academic standing in my application. When I started regarding it as evidence
that I could use for professional advancement, I then also started looking up the
h-indices of my academic associates. I realized I was now seeing it as a comparison
or even a competition of some kind. I started to check it more often and to pay
attention to which papers were on the border of pushing up the score. I did not
‘game’ the system by self-citing those papers in new writing, but I was aware that
it was a possibility. All of this was concurrent with a critical stance towards this
type of metric, so a further feeling was one of ambivalence and grubbiness. I had
ceased my use of the websites Academia.edu, ResearchGate and also Facebook,
Twitter and LinkedIn, as what I considered to be a minor act of resistance against
voluntarily promoting and quantifying my academic work. However, I found I did
not want to delete my Google Scholar profile, as I felt it might reduce my chances
of promotion or reward at work, so I felt complicit and somewhat hypocritical.

Lived time

When I look at the h-index, it is a brief experience, a quick check, with the
feeling of an ‘update’ that is focused on the past and the present. It is cumulative,
and it also truncates long periods of time and extended complex sociomaterial
events and relationships. Every paper that shows up on Google Scholar as a title
is a text that came about over time, often extended, but this complex temporality
is hidden and is not ‘seen’. Each paper had a distinct beginning, which may have

been a long-ago seminar or the reading of a paper. I look at one of the titles of
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my early papers and remember how that paper started. I went to a seminar at
Glasgow University and heard about a theoretical concept I had never come
across before. The seminar took place in a room that I remember was full of
autumn light. I didn’t know anyone there. The presenter (whom I now know
and have written with subsequently) gave her talk, and I was electrified by the
ideas she used, as they seemed to offer a completely different way of looking
at academic writing, which was the focus of my research at the time. I did not
speak to anyone, but I have a vivid memory of walking down a steep downhill
street near the university alone, looking at thick autumn leaves on the pavement
and feeling an intense sense of purpose and excitement. This was an important
turning point in my lived experience as a scholar, and from that point in time
onwards for several years I adopted the perspective that the speaker referred to.
I have had other similar epiphanies over the years, and for me, they mark the
longer temporal ‘journey’ I have undergone. The h-index is a powerful reminder
of some of those points in my research past. In terms of time, what is shown is
the gap in my publication record due to working in a university that did not
emphasize research over five years when I had an extremely heavy teaching load.
I'had done my PhD in Applied Linguistics but was isolated from my field in a job
teaching English for Academic Purposes. The funding for conferences promised
at my job interview was not forthcoming, and I had no support or contacts
outside of my small department. This long period of frustration and isolation

is experienced now as an ‘absence’ or gap in the list of papers over those years.

Lived other

When I look at my profile, I am alone, normally in the room where I work.
I see my photo from a few years ago, realize I look younger in it and wonder
about replacing it with a more recent one. A lot of my work is sole-authored,
but I also see my name with my past co-authors, some of whom I have not seen
for some time, one or two of whom I have spent a lot of time with. We are not
co-present, and for me, the names together look like a trace. However, this
h-index webpage is for me only, so it effectively separates me from others. It feels
private, but also somewhat forlorn. I can see the profiles of others, and it feels
like we each have a score sheet. Reflecting on this experience, I am aware of the
tensions and contradictions inherent in the h-index in terms of lived others. As
a critical scholar of digital surveillance in higher education, on an intellectual
and political level, I wholeheartedly disagree with the h-index, for the reasons

set out above. However, as an individual, I am also aware of a more complex
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relationship with it as a technology. As a woman, and as someone from a non-
privileged social background, I sometimes feel I don’t ‘fit in’ at my highly ranked
research university, where many senior academics are privately educated, and the
majority of professors across the university are men. My route to my current role
has been a long and circuitous one, involving a late part-time PhD, several years
in roles focused on academic writing and development, then as a research fellow
with an insecure contract. I entered my current institution on a professional
services contract to run the Academic Writing Centre fourteen years ago. For
these reasons, I have at times felt it has been challenging for me to be taken
seriously as a scholar and to get promoted. The h-index, like double-blind peer
review, doesn’t ‘see’ these aspects of who I am. It focuses purely on the number
of citations my papers have garnered. As discussed above, the h-index may serve
to exclude individuals and reinscribe privilege. However, it also serves to elide
aspects of an author’s subjecthood like sex and social class, which may cause that
person to be treated less favourably in academic settings. So, my feelings towards
the h-index are complex and ambiguous.

I look at the paper at the top, which is my most cited paper. I remember I was
encouraged to submit it to the journal by a senior professor after I gave a talk ata
conference fifteen years ago. I was nervous; I didn’t know anyone in that research
community at the time. I was pleased to be asked to write the paper and saw it at
the time as a sign of some sort of acceptance, or perhaps even the beginning of
belonging to a community of scholars of higher education that I felt myself to be
very much on the margins of. I remember handing it in as a paper copy for the
editor. I had been given a deadline and had struggled to meet it at the time, as I
was working as a researcher on a fixed-term contract in a university a couple of
hours outside London. It was a challenging time in terms of work, job security
and housing. I have a vivid recollection of finally printing it and taking it to the
Institute of Education on a very hot day. At that time, I had only been there a few
times to attend seminars and was somewhat in awe of the place. The reminder
of that paper on the h-index page makes me remember how my relationality
to others changed as a result of publishing it. It was the first step to joining an
academic community, as it led to an invitation to present at a seminar, which
involved meeting people and getting to know some well-known researchers. A
year or so later, I applied for a job at the Institute of Education. I didn’t know
about the job, but one of the senior academics from another university I had met
at another seminar where I presented on that paper emailed me to let me know
about it. So, this modest paper was agentive in changing my career and life in

quite a profound way, in terms of my relationship to lived others.
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There are also more ‘others’ behind the title. I had done the empirical
work for the paper at my previous university, interviewing students about
their experiences of their first year. This was at a Scottish ‘post-92” university,
which had a high proportion of working-class students who were the first in
their families to go to university. I found hearing their stories about ‘becoming’
students not only interesting from a research point of view but also very moving
at times. I had relatable experiences as I was once a first-year philosophy
undergraduate at a prestigious university, surrounded by confident, privately
educated students in small-group tutorials. I look back now and remember one
or two of my interviewees in particular. I saw one of my research participants
from that time in a café in London a couple of years ago. I felt quite struck at how
much she opened up to me about some of her struggles. I didn’t approach her in
the café, partly because I felt it would breach her privacy in a public place after
the intimacy of the interview. All those human stories which were revealed to
me via their voices in a small office many years ago formed the paper.

I use this as one example but could equally reflect on any paper on the list
in a way that might reveal conversations, feelings, relationships and emotions
with research participants and co-authors. I could describe travelling to
seminars, sitting in rooms interviewing people, and remembering the sound of
their voices. I recall feelings of excitement and discovery as I embarked on my
research career: the thrill or satisfaction of receiving an email accepting a paper
and the sting of harsh reviewer feedback. I think about all the papers I planned
to write and didn’t. A long time period of over twenty years is represented by
this couple of screens. The h-index functions to tidy up, strip out and truncate.
A research life, at a glance.

What is the nature of the gaze?

As described above, the h-index shows a brief list, with each paper having come
into being via entanglements involving complex embodied action, material
objects, devices, texts, private struggles, occasional joy and an evolving mesh of
human relationality. All of this is unseen by the h-index. The texts themselves are
unseen, even. The people I have published with are seen, a vertical strip of photos
and names on the right. These photos represent a range of real-life and complex
relationships stretching back for years. With the h-index, the gaze feels furtive. It
is working quietly behind the scenes, watching you. It is also a scanning gaze that
gathers up citations. It occasionally seems to mis-see, as in cases of papers that

I did not write. It is a gaze that separates people from each other. It does not see
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ephemeral, embodied practice. It is selective and only records a particular type
of performance. It is a documenting gaze, which generates individual webpages.
It is a gaze that is a silent reckoner, one which reduces a long, complex and messy
set of human practices and experiences to a list.

Government surveillance: The UK
Research Excellence Framework

The UK-based Research Excellence Framework is a performance-based research
funding system (PRES) which uses peer review to evaluate universities, in order
to allocate state funding to support research. Pinar and Horne (2022) conduct
an evaluation of the REF, beginning by referring to HicK’s (2012) definition of a
PRES:

(1) Research must be evaluated, not the quality of teaching and degree
programmes.

(2) The evaluation must be ex-post and must not be an ex-ante evaluation of
a research project or project proposal.

(3) The outputs of research must be evaluated.

(4) The distribution of funding from the Government must depend on the
evaluation results.

(5) The system must be national.

(Pinar and Horne 2022: 2022)

The REF evaluates three aspects of a university’s research: outputs (in the form of
individual faculty’s publications), impact of research and research environment.
The weighting of the evaluation is 65 per cent on the outputs (although at the
time of writing, this weighting is under review for the next REF in 2029). Pinar
and Horne (2022) point out that these three elements are strongly correlated.
They conducted a detailed analysis of the effects of removing elements of the
evaluation and found that this removal had little effect on the results. Given the
very high cost and onerous nature of the exercise, they suggest that future cycles
might opt to reduce these strongly correlated elements. As covered in the earlier
section, Shore and Wright were writing twenty-four years ago, but their analysis,
I would argue, is as relevant today as ever. Subsequent work has investigated
the evolution of the Research Excellence Framework in the UK. The Science
and Technology Studies scholar Juan Pablo Pardo-Guerra (2023) provides an
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analysis of the effects of quantitative research evaluations on UK social sciences,
deploying the concept in his book The Quantified Scholar. Pardo-Guerra opens
his book with an account of his experience of a meeting held in his academic
department in the UK in 2014. His account is as follows:

Having ticked off all the items on the agenda, we had reached the apparent
end of this organizational rite. Just then, in the twilight closing moment when
one begins thinking ahead to the day’s demands (office hours, a meeting here,
and unattended inbox there) yet remains aware of the parting pleasantries, my
mind snapped to attention. “The school has requested us’ began the head of
department, ‘to come up with a list of journals that we consider prestigious in
our fields of expertise — that define us a department. They want to use this for
our next evaluation, to have a better sense of our own standards of excellence’
The chatter vanished, replaced by this infinitely more intriguing gambit. Silence
followed, heavy with a combination of both incredulity and resignation. “This is
an opportunity for us to decide how we are evaluated, the head of department
nudged. (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 2)

Pardo-Guerra goes on to describe how the meeting participants called out
the names of journals they frequently published in. However, the head of
the department encouraged them to ‘think big, meaning to nominate more
prestigious journals. As the head said, “The list needs to be credible; it needs
to convey we are ambitious and want to publish in the very top’ (Pardo-Guerra
2023). This led to suggestions of journals that were highly prestigious, but not
journals in which the scholars present at the meeting normally published.
For Pardo-Guerra: “This seemingly banal exercise, at precisely this moment,
became for me the sight that eclipsed the sun. There we were, a room full of
sociologists anxiously fashioning chimeras, lists that combined tradition with
aspiration, practice with expectations, and, in doing so, forging the very chains
that would bind our knowledge, link by link, word by word’ (Pardo-Guerra
2023: 3). This anecdote is striking; in that it captures a key moment of lived
experience, in which a group of academics were confronted with a regime of
audit and invited to collude with it. Pardo-Guerra’s description of the moment
of silence is particularly telling. It was ‘heaving with a combination of incredulity
and resignation’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023). For him, this moment ‘eclipsed the sun’
This combination of disbelief and compliance seems to express an important
aspect of what goes on when individual scholars experience this audit culture,
try to negotiate with it and how it shapes them and their knowledge practices.
In his study, Pardo-Guerra examines how standardized research evaluation

exercises in the UK have changed how scientific knowledge is produced, how
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academic labour markets are disrupted, career structures are affected and more
homogeneous institutions are produced within the social sciences. He also
argues that these exercises affected how academics perceived their own worth
as scholars. However, he makes an important point about complicity, to him,
“This is not story of algorithmic or organizational inevitability but of choice - of
recognizing our role in deciding how we value peers and their various forms of
work’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 6). He points out that the field of bibliometrics is not
new, but also makes the point that unlike measuring physical objects, ‘quantifying
productivity and quality of scholars is a particularly interventionist act’ (Pardo-
Guerra 2023: 8), as these acts of evaluation ‘alter the qualities of the objects
under assessment — be they scholars, institutions, disciplines, or knowledge at
large’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023), triggering reactivity and changing how scholars
approach their work in response to the measurement practices. He argues that
the operations of these audit exercises have led to what he calls ‘epistemic sorting)
in which ‘the cultures of evaluation fostered by quantification create incentives
for scholars to sort themselves out across the institutional space of British higher
education in ways that funnel their disciplines towards homogeneity’ (Pardo-
Guerra 2023: 10), leading to the avoidance of risk and innovation.
Pardo-Guerra emphasizes that his interest is less on the existence of rankings
and their performative effects, and more on the way in which they are readily
accepted. Ashe putsit, “The quantified scholar is not merely a professional demand
but a way to fulfil our desire to truly belong within our rationalized, modern,
scholarly vocations. It is as if the numbers demonstrate that we have earned
our place’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 19). As an example, he refers to the ‘uncanny
history’ of the use of the h-index, whose uptake ‘did not stem solely from some
powerful autonomous assemblage . . . at least as much because, deep within our
modern vocation, within our training, habituation, and disposition, scholars
have clear affinities for measuring their own prestige’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 19).
He refers to what Max Weber calls our ‘strange intoxication” of vocation which
leads to a blurring of our perceptions of our successes and failures as scholars
with our sense of ourselves. Pardo-Guerra concludes, ‘Our identities and our
careers, amplified, refracted, and modulated by quantification, alter what we see
and think of as objects worthy of our individual passions or unjustifiably risky
for our prestige’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 20-1). Pardo-Guerra contextualizes his
study in the conditions of economic austerity experienced in the UK over the
last fifteen years, with dwindling state support for higher education, reduced
physical space in universities for academics, increasing student numbers and

precarious employment conditions. However, as he puts it:
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In these meagre times, we nevertheless enjoy an abundance of metrics. Numbers
are the environments of our managed minds. Our time is recorded in allocation
models, rendering our busy-ness numerical. Our teaching is scored, weighed,
plotted and compared. Our employment is tied to ever changing performance
metrics. Our publishing is measured and ranked through indices of prestige,
visibility, and use, while our funding records function as monetary proxies for
our intellectual value. As in other professional workplaces, metrics and their
implied morals of accountability, thriftiness, efficiency, and control have grown
as fast as the forms of austerity that gave them credence in the first place. They
may not be new, but they have never been so important to the operations of
the academic workplace (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 27-8). Pardo-Guerra begins his
description of the experience of his departmental ‘mock REF’ by pointing out
that ‘Mock exercises are fascinating examples of how the might of quantification
ultimately depends on how it is practiced, organized, and policed on the ground’
(Pardo-Guerra 2023: 145). He recounts receiving a ‘seemingly harmless’ email
in 2011 from an external management consultant hired by his university,
containing a survey asking for academics’ understandings of terms like ‘impact,
whether they knew how the REF worked and how they understood their roles
and responsibilities with respect to the REE. He also describes how his university
set up REF committees in departments to ‘collate, analyze, and give shape to
their scholars’ multiple submissions” (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 146). As he describes:

Department meetings and away days dedicated increasing amounts of time
and energy to discussions of ‘REF strategies’ — what they meant and how they
would work. Research officers were hired to email staff, collect scholarly outputs,
document evidence of impact, and support the departmental REF coordinators.
In hallways, meeting rooms, staft assemblies, pubs, and coffee shops, intense
discussions about the collective approach to the impending evaluations unfolded
with palpable anxiety. (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 146)

He recounts that he and his colleagues were aware that they had limited agency
in the situation, as they had been informed that the university would ‘structure
its submission in whatever way it thinks most appropriate and beneficial for the
institution’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 147). Only work deemed to be at three-star
or four-star level would be submitted, with any scholar not achieving this left
out. This, he describes, led to ‘mobilizing a self-policing apparatus full of hand-
wringing comparison and paranoia (Pardo-Guerra 2023). This consequently
required departments to internally gauge the potential submissions of their

members. Pardo-Guerra and his colleagues were asked to nominate four of their
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own publications to be assessed by the departmental REF committee, moderated
by two external assessors. This nomination was required by means of a form.

Their work was then collected. They were able to access the feedback
comments but were not privy to which outputs would be submitted to the REE.
He points out that although this process may appear similar to normal academic
peer review, it soon became contentious as the form, the internal review exercise,
and its results led to repercussions that went well beyond the REE Instead, the
university began to refer to the results of the mock REF in decisions about staff
review, promotion and reward. He quotes the code of conduct for the assessment
exercise: “Those staff who potentially may not be included in the schools’ REF
submission will first be notified by their Head of Department (or Research
Centre Director). Heads of Department will monitor REF performance levels
through 2012 and early 2013, and where necessary will initiate conversations
with members of staff at risk of not being entered for REF 2014 (Pardo-Guerra
2023: 149). He refers to their understanding of these communications at the
time as ‘terrifying indicators of underperformance and, ultimately, dismissal’
(Pardo-Guerra 2023), a tendency he found to be echoed in his interviews. On
the basis of his own experience and those of his interviewees, Pardo-Guerra
concludes that the REF functions as a disciplining regime not so much because
of the power of the regime itself at a national level but due to the effects it has
on local employment contexts. A further point relates to the fact that the form
asks the individual scholars to explain how each publication falls ‘broadly within
the discipline’ He argues that by doing so, ‘to advocate for being counted, justify
our belonging, and stake our claims to disciplinary identity, my colleagues and
I were actively constructing the boundaries of our field’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023:
152). He goes on to describe: “This modest, mundane, internal departmental
form was a clear testament to the in-betweenness of bureaucracy and discipline
in the research evaluations. It was not only a decidedly rationalizing instrument
located within a larger apparatus of formal review and punishment but also a
means for the epistemic (and embodied) implementation of both bureaucratic
and disciplinary power’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023: 152).

He points out that factors like the prestige of a department in the discipline as
a whole would insulate it from a great deal of pressure regarding the REF, while
departments in a more precarious position might find themselves the subject of
more management scrutiny and intervention. Scholars were advised to focus on
‘top’ journals in their fields, thereby skewing their publication careers or even
the type of work they produced, with the example of a list of preferred journals

intended to refer to the REF eventually taking on a disciplining function with
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regard to eligibility for promotion, with candidates expected to show they had
published in the journals on that list. Pardo-Guerra also points out in his analysis
the effect of the REF in terms of occluding knowledge and scholars situated in
what he calls ‘trading zones and interdisciplinary spaces’ (Pardo-Guerra 2023:
161), serving to reinscribe and strengthen disciplinary boundaries, in direct
contradiction to calls for interdisciplinary research.

Anecdote

It should be noted that the anecdote I provide here is a composite of many
experiences I have had, drawn from multiple meetings I attended over the years
as part of the ‘mock REF, whose official title in our faculty is the Output Review
Exercise (ORE). I am a member of the ‘College of Reviewers, which is a group of
senior staff who are responsible for reviewing publications by colleagues in the
department and providing feedback. However, this reflection is not only based
on meetings of that group but is composed of elements that I have witnessed on
several occasions over a period of ten years in a range of wider meetings with
a shifting membership of colleagues from my broader department and cross-
faculty. The comments or rhetorical moves I report should not be attributed to
any individuals or role holders, but remarks of this nature were made repeatedly
by many colleagues across many meetings in what I consider to be a consistent
pattern, and I would suggest echoing the account that Pardo-Guerra provides
of his experience of the mock REF in his department. This is not in any way
intended as a critique, more as a reflection on the type of discussion that was
engendered by this mock REF exercise on many occasions. The second reflection

is on my experience as a reviewer.

I arrive at the meeting, which is busy with around forty colleagues present in the
classroom, sitting in groups around t