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New university history, institutional reckoning and the
materiality of ideas

Tamson Pietsch

University of Technology Sydney, Australia

In recent decades a dual shift has taken place in histories of higher education: scholars
have increasingly come to understand universities within the frame of power and
empire, and universities have increasingly come to understand the need to engage
critically with their own histories. The first of these departures might be understood
as a second wave of ‘the new university history’ that emerged in the 1960s and ‘70s.
Until then university history had been dominated by anniversary and celebratory
volumes that told progressive and positivist stories of individual institutions. Influenced
by the emergence of social history, university historians began to move beyond these
accounts to instead ‘produce more critical examinations of institutions of higher
education set in the context of their times.'! Although the older approach has not
entirely disappeared, other concerns have emerged as a major focus of the revived
field, including the social origins and character of university students and faculties,
the extended unravelling of religious influence, and the public and civic foundations
of nineteenth-century institutions and their connections to capital and the state.?
While it was robust in its critique of the social, gendered and racial character of
universities, this first wave of ‘new university history’ tended to remain centred on
individual institutions or national groupings and systems. It is only in the last
decade, in keeping with wider historiographic trends, that transnational and imperial
considerations have seriously been taken up by scholars of higher education. In the
same period, scholars identifying with the interdisciplinary field of critical university
studies also began emphasising the colonial as well as the capitalist character of
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university ‘world-making’® Academic networks, student mobility, and the historical
infrastructures and politics that have created uneven (and unequal) higher education
landscapes all emerged as major themes of this second wave of historical work.*
In parallel to this recent reinvigoration of the field of the history of higher edu-
cation, over the last 20years a range of political factors have forced universities and
colleges across the world to consider the origins of their wealth and their historical
entanglement in slavery and empire. Student agitation beginning at Yale University
in 2001, and initiatives such as the 2006 report into Brown University’s historical
involvement in slavery, together with the highly influential Legacies of British Slavery
(LBS) project directed by Catherine Hall at UCL (which makes publicly available the
names of British slave-owners who received compensation following abolition in 1833),
have led more than 100 universities in the United States, Britain, Canada and Ireland
to launch institutionally-sponsored projects that examine their own ties to slavery.”
The legacies of Native American dispossession have not been prominent in these
institutional initiatives, though Craig Steven Wilder and others have shown that not
only was the history of the American college intertwined with ‘the social project of
dispossessing Indian people, but also that the project of Native American instruction
and conversion was used to secure funding from slave-owners and slave-traders.®
Very recently ‘Indigenous land endowments’ have begun to be examined by
scholars, with the 2020 Land Grab Universities database particularly influential for
its systematic collection and analysis of the 11 million acres of expropriated Native
American land that was distributed to universities and colleges in the United States
under the 1862 Morrill Act.” This attention has led to a series of institutional
responses from what today are still called ‘land-grant universities’ that follow on

3Sharon Stein, Unsettling the University: Confronting the Colonial Foundations of US Higher Education (Johns Hop-
kins University Press, 2022); Priyamvada Gopal, ‘On Decolonisation and the University; Textual Practice 35, no. 6
(2021): 873-99.
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2015); Isaac A. Kamola, Making the World Global: US Universities and the Production of the Global Imaginary (Duke
University Press, 2019); Emily J. Levine, Allies and Rivals: German-American Exchange and the Rise of the Research
University (University of Chicago Press, 2020); Chou Meng-Hsuan, Isaac Kamola, and Tamson Pietsch, eds, The
Transnational Politics of Higher Education: Contesting the Global, Transforming the Local (Routledge, 2016).
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from South Dakota State University’s earlier establishment of the Wokini Initiative
as a reparative project funded by the university’s land-grant income.® At the same
time, and growing out of a much longer process of activism from First Nations
communities, universities in Australia, New Zealand (Aotearoa) and Canada have
begun to reckon with their historic relationship to Indigenous peoples. Recent
interpretations of the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi/Te Tiriti o Waitangi have led several
New Zealand universities to commit themselves to a “Treaty partnership’ with Maori
who hold local territorial authority.” In Canada, in the wake of the report of the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission, universities have issued apologies for their
involvement in the Indian Residential Schools system and invested in forms of
acknowledgement and redress.'” Among these initiatives, the University of Melbourne’s
remarkable Dhoombak Goobgoowana, which encompasses not only dispossession,
but also the trade in human remains, racial science, eugenics and appropriation of
Indigenous knowledge, stands out for its comprehensive coverage.!' It is no longer
possible for universities and their historians to cast higher education institutions as
purely progressive institutions, detached from international capital and empire.

It is striking, however, that neither the second wave of new university historians,
nor most of the reckoning initiatives of universities themselves, have positioned
themselves in relation to intellectual history. In general, both departures have been
reluctant to think about the material foundations of ideas on the one hand, and
hesitant to see ideas as part of institutional history, on the other. Recognition of
the physical and social architectures and infrastructures that direct and shape the
production of ideas has more generally been found outside the history of higher
education: in the history of science and medicine, sociology of knowledge, and
African-American, Indigenous, post-colonial and feminist studies.'?

8Barry H. Dunn, ‘The Wokini Initiative: A Strategic Investment to Better Serve the Dakota and Lakota Residents of
South Dakota, South Dakota State University, 2 January 2017, accessed 18 January 2025, https://www.sdstate.
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Recent Revelations Concerning the Origins of Revenues Obtained from the Morrill Act of 1862; Cornell University
and Indigenous Dispossession Project, 11 August 2022, accessed 18 January 2025, https://blogs.cornell.edu/corn
elluniversityindigenousdispossession/2022/08/11/assessing-cornell-universitys-response-to-recent-revelations-
concerning-the-origins-of-revenues-obtained-from-the-morrill-act-of-1862/.
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There are, perhaps, good reasons for this.!* Writing in a recent volume that seeks
to buck this trend by focusing on ‘the life of ideas in a university and the relation-
ship of those ideas to the place within which they are formed, Stuart Jones has
suggested that ‘intellectual histories are not readily confined within the boundaries
of institutions, and university archives seldom give more than a fleeting glimpse of
the clash of ideas. Moreover, the dominance of the Skinnerian framing within the
anglophone study of the history of political thought, with its focus on ideas (or
what Skinner referred to as ‘utterances’) within the context of other contemporary
ideas, does not speak (nor attempt to speak) to their material and political
entanglements.'

The failure of historians of higher education and intellectual historians alike to
embrace an institutional history of ideas points to a more fundamental elision that
sits at the heart of the modern university. As Martin Reinhold has recently argued,
one of the ways that universities and those who work in them assert their modernity
is by boundary-making and boundary-marking: by performing separation from the
material and social conditions in which they are fundamentally entangled. Like the
pastoralists and surveyors who alienated Indigenous land, they fence off what counts
as knowledge, culture and civilisation, separating it from the world of material and
social relations in which it is embedded.’” One of the many reasons Dhoombak
Goobgoowana is so important is that, in showing that institutional history, the history
of dispossession, land transformation and race science, and the history of knowledge
production are all inextricably entangled, it sets a new standard both for reckoning
initiatives and for university history more broadly.

Or, to put it another way, by co-opting Bruno Latour’s classic formulation: in
unmasking their claims to modernity, Dhoombak Goobgoowana shows that univer-
sities and their academics have never been modern.!® They have always been entan-
gled in the world even as they pretend to be neutral observers standing outside it.
What would it mean for universities (and university historians) to recognise this?
How might it change their orientations not only to the past, but also to the social
and political imperatives of the present and the pressing necessity to secure the
conditions that will sustain human life in the future?!’
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