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Introduction
Tor Halvorsen, Hilde Ibsen, Henri-Count Evans  

and Sharon Penderis

This is the third book in a series that has evolved out of conferences 
hosted by the Southern-Africa-Nordic Centre (SANORD), where 
researchers from the southern African and the Nordic countries have met to 
discuss aspects of knowledge production relevant to sustainability. This 2017 
volume also marks SANORD’s tenth anniversary as a network that candidly 
and critically engages with the ideologies and knowledge systems that span 
the two regions and within the different member institutions. 

Since the early 2000s, international academic networks have grown 
phenomenally and are increasingly acknowledged to be a critical part of 
the work done in universities and research institutions. From its inception, 
SANORD had a head start, in the sense that many of its founding institutions 
had already forged close relationships over previous decades through numerous 
cross-regional linkages and collaborative projects. Of course, the southern 
African and Nordic countries have followed very different trajectories related 
to modernisation and development, but as relationships between the two 
regions have evolved, the similarities between them have come to the fore. 
Framed by our positions in the global economy, and within the international 
geopolitical balance of power, we have numerous common interests as ‘small-
states’. In a world dominated by large economic blocs such as the OECD, 
OPEC and BRICS, our two regions represent a different set of interests and 
can therefore articulate a range of alternative ideas about how a sustainable 
world can and should be developed. 

Certainly, we have a long way to go before academics from higher 
education institutions in southern Africa and the Nordic countries are 
able to consistently work closely together on long-term projects and 
benefit from the co-created knowledge that comparative research supports. 
Nevertheless, SANORD bridges cultural barriers and tries to promote and 
facilitate interdisciplinary work. Ten years in, progress is being made. Since 
2007, SANORD’s different nodes have enabled scholars to learn from one 
another about who we are and how we can do better in terms of knowledge 
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co-creation. As collaborative research drives academic co-operation down 
new pathways, future publications will no doubt provide increasingly useful 
theoretical and empirical studies of the similarities and differences between 
our regions, thus offering new and important perspectives on how we might 
close up the North–South divide. 

The contributors to this third book in the series take this process forward. 
Critical perspectives on the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) (UN 2015b) have guided the collection, and all the contributors 
have brought their knowledge and competence to bear to critically review the 
intentions of the SDGs in relation to their own areas of expertise. 

One of the fundamental ideas underpinning the SDGs, although arguably the 
least developed, is that no country should aim to implement them in ways that 
prevent other countries from doing so too. A crucial step, then, is to overcome 
the knowledge cleavages between North and South, that have been  created over 
many years by structural inequalities and poor leadership. The contributors show 
how cross-regional research networks can contribute to shifting the conditions 
that create unequal development and, in almost every chapter, suggest alternatives 
to the one-size-fits all solutions that render the twenty-first century’s dominant 
neo-liberal paradigm so limited and so dangerous. 

As a network of academic institutions, SANORD has an important role 
to play in meeting the challenges of academic freedom and the decolonisation 
of knowledge. It is pertinent to raise awareness about knowledge independent 
from politics and economic interests, and create a climate for the SDGs to be 
discussed openly, critically and creatively.

Unpacking the SDGs
In 2015, heads of state and government representatives from around the 
world adopted the 17 SDGs and the associated 169 targets with the aim of 
eradicating extreme poverty, reducing inequalities, building a just and more 
equal society and achieving economic development, social inclusion and 
environmental sustainability. The SDGs are based on the principle of ‘leaving 
no one behind’. Turning principle into practice is the real challenge. 

The SDGs’ call for transformation presents opportunities and challenges for 
the academic world generally and higher education institutions in particular. 
Questions that urgently require answers involve how our institutions and 
networks will contribute to the collective journey set out in the SDGs, while 
also reaffirming the vision of unity set out in the preamble to the United 
Nations’ founding charter back in 1945. 

In terms of the SDGs, higher education institutions have been given 
responsibility for developing models for global justice and for mobilising a 
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critical mass of academic support (see UN 2015b). For real change to occur, 
however, action must take place at the global, national, regional and local 
levels, and across borders, regions and continents. The success of the SDGs 
undoubtedly requires a deeper understanding of the problems facing the 
world and of the kinds of skills and abilities that will enable governments, the 
private sector, academia and civil society to collaborate in addressing these.

Taken together, the 17 SDGs particularly call into question the so-called 
development model propagated by the North for so long, most recently in 
the guise of neo-liberal reforms. But will we really see global development 
initiatives taking the issues of climate change adaptation and mitigation 
seriously and reducing both inequality and carbon emissions in ways that 
actually leave no one behind?

Idealism writ large?
Importantly, the process of determining the SDGs was more inclusive and 
collaborative than the formulation of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), in that it included not only the world’s wealthy nations, but also 
middle-income and low-income countries (Abel et al. 2016; Sachs 2012). In 
implementing the SDGs, the United Nations envisages a participatory process 
between multilevel stakeholders and the fostering of global partnerships 
between governments, the private sector, NGOs, aid organisations and local 
communities (Prescott and Stibbe 2016). In this regard, the United Nations 
General Assembly Resolution that was adopted in September 2015 on the 
SDGs states:

We are determined to mobilize the means required to implement this 
Agenda through a revitalized Global Partnership for Sustainable 
Development, based on a spirit of strengthened global solidarity focused 
on the needs of the poorest and most vulnerable and with the participation 
of all countries, all stakeholders and all people. (UN 2015: Preamble) 

Unlike the MDGs, the SDGs reflect the United Nations’ attempt to offer a 
more integrated approach to sustainable development, bringing together the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions (Sterling 2016). In deciding 
on a new global agenda, the United Nations’ argument is that progress made 
towards achieving the Millennium Development Goals proved that humanity 
can work together to achieve common goals. Although many had seen the 
MDGs as too idealistic and unrealistic, significant progress was made towards 
fulfilling them. The consensus, therefore, was that ‘when much is dared, much 
can be achieved’. In addition, the wider applicability of the SDGs was seen as 
signalling a new era for global politics and development. 
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As emphasised by many who were involved in drafting the goals, the 
implementation of the SDGs will require new knowledge, and this places the 
universities and the process of knowledge production in the spotlight. Clearly, 
politicians and policy-makers will never recommend political solutions 
in line with the shifts required by the SDGs unless they have critical and 
evidence-based research to guide and inform them of how critical such shifts 
have become. Universities have the duty to provide quality research and the 
necessary knowledge-base for sound, informed policy choices that take global 
realities into account and address the global inequalities that lie beneath them. 

Taken together, the SDGs also have the potential to restore a level of 
power and legitimacy to the political sphere. The basis of this authority is 
embedded in the ‘theory of development’ that the combination of goals 
appeals to, and which differs considerably from the authority held by the 
G20 and similar entities. The SDGs’ theory of development holds that 
all activities, including economic activities, must take into account their 
social and environmental impact and long-term consequences. This vision 
carries within it an appeal to the academic profession to come up with 
viable alternatives when hegemonic powers resist change. The viability of 
this global authority, and the validity of this theory of development, will 
depend on whether alternative ways of running the local, national, regional 
and global economies can be developed and implemented. Without this, the 
SDGs will never be realised. 

In many ways, the central question here is posed precisely by the existence 
of the contemporary hegemonic global regime (as touted by the World Bank, 
the OECD, the G7 and the G20): how is it possible to delink economic 
growth from an unsustainable energy system, and either create enough jobs 
or redistribute resources in ways that secure the livelihoods of the most 
vulnerable people in the world? 

Those who currently hold economic and political power in the world 
seem to prefer to avoid this question, and we seem to lack the knowledge 
relevant to answering it. However, turning the SDGs into reality depends 
on our ability to challenge and change the workings of the global economy 
at every level. Of course, this is not the task of knowledge or the producers 
of knowledge alone, but without such knowledge alternatives, the future of 
the planet looks bleak. 

In a UNDP/UNRISD publication titled Global Trends: Challenges and 
Opportunities in the Implementation of the Sustainable Development Goals 
(Dugarova and Gülasan  2017), two clear arguments are made. The first is 
that new and critical kinds of knowledge are crucial for the implementation 
of the SDGs. The second is that if the SDGs’ most fundamental value ‘leave 



Introduction 5

no one behind’, is to be honoured, the voices of those who are most deeply 
affected by the achievement of the goals all over the world must be present in 
the development of this knowledge. Participatory approaches to development 
are essential, as is knowledge production that involves the collaboration of 
researchers, policy-makers and communities themselves. The ‘engagement of 
all stakeholders’ has to be seen as a ‘pre-condition for success’ (Filho et al. 
2017:1). Central to this engagement is the recognition that solutions to the 
problems of sustainability must come from, and be defined by, communities 
themselves, not by scientists, economists, technocrats, policy-makers or 
politicians who live elsewhere. 

The knowledge we need
In the late 1980s, Jürgen Kocka estimated that there were 5000 to 6000 
disciplines in higher education, many of which started out as a combination 
of disciplines, but have since evolved their own orthodoxies (Kocka 1987). 
In our view, the critical need for new knowledge means that it is time to 
loosen up the feudal structure of university disciplines, with their tribes and 
territories. As Leal Filho et al. (2017: 1) argued, what is urgently needed 
is multi-, trans- and interdisciplinary research which has as its objective ‘to 
jointly find solutions and design strategies that can contribute to creating 
good lives for the community today and in the future’. For the achievement of 
the SDGs, a non-hegemonic approach to knowledge is crucial.

If knowledge production occurs along existing disciplinary lines, we 
risk losing the relationships that are so important to understanding the 
legitimacy and potential of the SDGs. A similar argument applies to 
the compartmentalisation of politics, and the segmentation of the state. 
Crosscutting links must be made explicit through a common knowledge 
discourse and the ongoing commitment of the academic community. If the 
SDGs are to foster new ways of thinking about development, and used as 
a basis for universal mobilisation, they have to be of concern to everyone. 
Development is no longer an issue of, for example, ‘poorer regions catching 
up’ (as the World Bank typically argues), but a way of living into the values 
of a ‘good society’. 

The role of networks like SANORD is to contribute to this new knowledge 
production. As academics, we have to use existing knowledge differently 
and work across disciplines to better understand how economic goals can 
be refocused in ways that strengthen social and environmental imperatives. 
To manage this, we have to change curricula so as to make space for new 
meetings between established disciplines, but also create room for new ‘cross-
disciplinary’ disciplines to emerge. 
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About this book
The chapters in this collection reflect a number of key issues related to SDGs 
and their targets. The contributors to Part I focus primarily on the realities 
and challenges facing academics and professionals in the context of neo-
liberal hegemony. In Chapter 1, Tor Halvorsen reminds us of the importance 
of academic responsibility from a philosophical and ethical perspective. 
The SDGs represent ideals and visions, but are also open to interpretation 
and contestation. If global justice is the grand global challenge, and if the 
knowledge taught and produced in universities matters, Halvorsen argues 
that scholars must take responsibility for the knowledge they produce and the 
potential consequences of that knowledge for a world in which the logic of 
neo-liberalism and academic capitalism still reign supreme. 

In Chapter 2, Henri-Count Evans and Rosemary Musvipwa warn that 
international processes intended to address climate change and poverty are 
embedded in the very same neo-liberal principles that perpetuate inequality, 
and are leading to the rise of a kind of green imperialism. They suggest that 
neo-liberalism fundamentally influences how world leaders seek to solve 
humanitarian problems related to climate change and the use of natural 
resources, and call for a deeper search for alternative perspectives.

In this context, however, the decline of academic freedom in many countries 
poses a major threat. In Chapter 3, Jens Stilhoff Sörensen and Erik Olsson 
use the sobering but enlightening case of Sweden to illustrate the kinds of 
pressures higher education institutions are under to function according to 
the new public management (NPM) model. While Sweden is often seen as 
a bastion of liberal democracy, Sörensen and Olsson reveal how university 
reforms introduced since 2011 are dismantling collegiality and institutional 
autonomy. In addition, the introduction of shadow management systems 
ensure that, even though academic freedom is protected by legislation, these 
laws can easily be bypassed for reasons of economic or political expediency. 
They argue that such shadow management is typical of neo-liberal reform 
processes that are dismantling public institutions piece by crumbling piece 
throughout the world.

In Chapter 4, Carina van Rooyen demonstrates how this same neo-liberal 
logic turned a not-for profit bulk water utility in South Africa into a profit-
seeking business that prioritises efficiency over effectiveness, while effectively 
dispossessing its poorest clients and jeopardising affordable and universal 
access to water in the areas it serves. 

Critical perspectives on educational goals and basic knowledge are the 
main focus of Chapter 5, in which Hilde Ibsen, Sharon Penderis and Karin 
Bengtsson explore how global ideas about education and knowledge are 
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expressed via South Africa’s and Sweden’s basic education curricula. Global 
educational goals reveal good intentions and might have rhetorical impact, 
but in practice they do little to challenge the structural inequalities embedded 
in the neo-liberal political economy. Ibsen, Penderis and Bengtsson thus 
argue that education institutions should lead the way in giving situated 
and indigenous knowledge its rightful priority from basic education up to 
university level. 

Of major concern to Suriamurthee Maistry and Erlend Eidsvik, 
the authors of Chapter 6, is that NPM’s universalistic apparatus will also 
dominate the implementation of the SDGs. They depart from a critique of 
universal targets and indicators, and raise the important question of how to 
develop a socially inclusive pluriversal perspective on knowledge.

The chapters in Part II reflect a common concern with the value and validity 
of North–South research partnerships and shared knowledge production.

In Chapter 7, Kate Rowntree and Roddy Fox assess what was achieved 
via a long-term academic exchange programme between a South African and 
two Swedish universities. They outline what they see as the key factors that 
contributed to the success and longevity of the programmes that they helped 
to establish and run.

In Chapter 8, Thembinkosi Mabila and Rachel Singh suggest that 
North–South research collaborations and academic exchanges would be more 
effective if project partners were to prioritise co-operation and reciprocity 
from the earliest stages of a collaborative process and especially when defining 
project objectives. 

Stephen Mago, in Chapter 9, steps back a little to describe how the 
geopolitics of research collaboration has the potential to negatively affect 
processes and outcomes, but also offers some suggestions about how to 
overcome this challenge through more innovative staff and student training 
and the effective use of academic networks. 

In Chapter 10, Robert Martin, Regina Krause, Martha Namutuwa, 
Evgenia Mahler and Hartmut Domröse, consider the role of North–South 
collaboration as a way of responding to industry demands and improving 
student employability. They describe experiences based on a pilot project 
between a university in Namibia and Germany, where student teams from 
different disciplines worked on a business idea or problem. Lessons drawn 
from the project led to the ‘Voice of Business Programme’ which aimed at 
strengthening the curriculum of the institutions involved in the project.

Part III contains a set of small-scale case studies that provide rich 
and valuable insights for cross-regional research programmes, while still 
highlighting the value of co-created knowledge. Related to SDG 3 (good 
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health and well-being), SDG 4 (quality education) and SDG 15 (sustainable 
land use), the chapters reveal possibilities and obstacles for collaboration 
across and within regions, highlighting the importance of comparative 
research and local knowledge. 

In Chapter 11, Mubiana Sitali-Ngoma and Emmy Mbozi turn our 
attention to need to avoiding formulaic generalisations and one-size-fits-all 
solutions. In a study of life satisfaction among elderly persons in Zambia, they 
show how theories of aging developed in the North cannot be universally or 
uncritically applied, and that local circumstances and local contexts are vital 
in any intervention. Chapter 12, by Anne Marit Vesteraas Danbolt, Dennis 
Banda, Jørgen Klein and Geoffrey Tambulukani, is on home–school relations 
and the crucial role that parents can play in reinforcing indigenous knowledge 
as their children acquire early literacy and learning skills. In the final chapter, 
Antti Erkkilä and Nelago Indongo analyse farming practices in Namibia, 
focusing on a seldom-researched but effective agro-forestry practice that 
is characteristic of north-central Namibia. They show that the use of more 
modern and permanent building materials have the potential to undermine 
the practice and thus impact negatively on soil fertility as well as fruit and 
grain production. 

Perhaps the central thread woven through all the chapters is how to 
find solutions we can all agree are appropriate, effective and justly share the 
burden. This discussion must go on, no doubt through future conferences and 
perhaps through future SANORD publications.
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