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POSTCOLONIAL CRITIQUE OF KNOWLEDGE
RELATIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

SPECIAL ISSUE EDITORIAL INTRODUCTION

Lene Moller Madsen and Paula Mahlck
University of Copenhagen, Denmark, University of Gdvle and
Linkoping University, Sweden

Neo-colonial relations continue to influence contemporary
social relations through which research is done, lived, and
learned (Takayama et al., 2016; Breidlid, 2013; Mohanty, 2003).
Universities in both the global north and global south where
these relationships are played out are often the institutional
evidence of previous colonial power structures (Adriansen et al.,
2016) and as such, a postcolonial critique of western knowledge
systems seems merited. Our understanding of postcolonialism
‘accounts for processes of domination that have their origin in
European colonisation. These processes extend beyond the period
of direct colonisation to take on new forms, notably those of neo-
colonialism, dependency and the intensification of globalisation’
(Hickling-Hudson & Mayo 2012:2). In light of this, it is important
to explore how knowledge systems and practices can be
challenged, making possible ‘pedagogies of intellectual equality’
(Singh, 2011).

In the era after colonialism, research and teaching relations
between the global north and the global south inherited various
complexities and ambiguities which are the focus of this special
issue. In particular, this special issue offers a postcolonial
critique of the knowledge relations that construct and result
from development aid funded research co-operation programs. It
is important to expand knowledge about how these relationships
are shaped within research and doctoral training, given the
increased interest from states in the global north in helping to
build research capacity through development aid funded research
training and research in the global south (United Nations, 2015).



From this perspective, the articles in the special issue align
with Homi Bhabha’s understanding of postcolonial theory as “an
attempt to interrupt the Western discourses of modernity through
... displacing, interrogative subaltern or postslavery narratives
and the critical - theoretical perspectives they engender’ (Bhabha,
1994:199). In her article Gurminder K. Bhambra (2014) shows
the fruitfulness of bringing diverse postcolonial and decolonial
sholarships into dialogue, in so called ‘connected sociologies’ to
explore ‘ their radical potential in unsettling and reconstituting
standard processes of knowledge production’ (2014: 2). While
using different vocabularies, the articles in this special issue
provide a postcolonial critique on knowledge relations, as they
seek to articulate the concerns and rethinking of those who
criticise and resist the negative global legacies of colonialism.
Focusing particularly on Swedish and Danish support to
building research capacity in developing countries, the
articles in this special issue probe the conditions, experiences
and outcomes for researchers, students and supervisors
participating in such initiatives and also offer some empirically
driven recommendations for higher education institutions and
development policies.

While not offering identical research support to building
research capacity in developing countries, there are nevertheless
several similarities between Sweden’s and Denmark’s support.
For example, the countries have continuously for decades been
funding capacity building in higher education in the global
south - also in periods where other donors have focused on
‘education for all’ (Adriansen et al., 2016; Fellesson & Méhlck,
2013). Furthermore, the involvement in higher education
capacity building between Sweden and Denmark and the global
south has often been based on long term academic and personal
relationships (Whyte & Whyte, 2016; Zink 2016; Meller-densen
& Madsen, 2015). Hence, the special issue presents a specific
approach to understanding postcolonial knowledge relations
between the global south and global north, as it is written
by authors from Sweden and Denmark that investigate their
countries’ development aid-funded research and research and
PhD training in the global south.

Our meeting in a symposium at the international and
multidisciplinary conference on Postcolonial Concurrences
at Kalmar University in 2015 inspired the work presented in



this special issue. At the symposium, we all presented various
aspects of our research into postcolonial relations in higher
education and realised a demand for a more in-depth analysis of
the challenges of knowledge relations within capacity building
funded higher education in the global south. The conference’s
theme was a particularly good starting point for developing
our thoughts about the interlinkages between postcolonialism,
development aid and knowledge relations taking place in an
increasingly global, neo-liberal and competitive arena. These
are interlinkages which so far have received surprisingly little
attention from researchers in the field of higher education
(Mahlck, 2016). As the conference theme indicates, postcolonial
relations are integral to projects of modernity, taking place at
various sites in a variety of ways and influencing differently
on people’s lives in academic institutions and elsewhere. Our
four articles pinpoint the variation of postcolonial research and
knowledge relations, and decolonial agency that are produced
within the framework of development aid to build research
capacity in the global south. As such, there a number of
theoretical and empirical linkages that connects the articles:

e The theme of translocality (Anthias, 2012) that
underlines the importance of understanding
the relationship between people and places
at a global level and that these relationships
are rooted in localities and temporalities that
are essential to understand postcolonial and
decolonial research and teaching relations.

* The entanglement of social and economic
relations in the social production of science
and research training as well as the role
and functioning of development aid funded
research and doctoral training in this context.

* The focus on trying to understand the complexities
of the everyday and the dual and sometimes
contradictory  positionalities of  students,
supervisors and researchers through qualitative
research practice.

Departing from these common starting points of the
articles together offers a nuanced analysis of the multiplicity



and entanglement of postcolonial research relations, rather
than giving broad-brush strokes. From this, policy development
from below becomes possible: a policy development from the
everday experiences of ‘the colonial difference’ (Mignolo, 2002).

The individual articles

The special issue consists of four articles that all examine
knowledge relations by zooming in on capacity building through
Swedish and Danish funding of PhD-students and research
collaborations. However, the four articles each bring in different
perspectives. The issue includes both empirical and reflective
articles, discussing capacity building and collaboration at
different levels within higher education (PhD-students, young
and more mature academics), and covers a wide range of
Scandinavian cooperation countries in the global south: Lao
People’s Democratic Republic, Uganda, Tanzania, Mozambique
and Ghana.

The first article by Paula Mahlck: Racism, Precariousness
and Resistance: Development-aid-funded PhD training in Sweden
focuses on how Tanzanian and Mozambican PhD students
and supervisors participating in Swedish development-aid-
funded programmes for building research capacity through
postgraduate training make representations of academic work
relations, compared to other students and supervisors in
Sweden. In particular, Mahlck addresses the complex, shifting
and sometimes dual layers of precariousness and resistance
that are (re)produced through these work relations and the
lessons that can be learned from the perspective of policy
development. Through the analysis of 91 qualitative interviews,
where interviews with development-aid-funded students are
contrasted with other international students and Swedish PhD
students, Méhlck shows that the positionalities made available
to Tanzanian and Mozambican PhD students in Swedish
academia are constructed at the complex intersection between
predefined parameters. Examples of these parameters include
contractual agreements and how supervisors and departmental
colleagues in Sweden manage and negotiate intersectional,
translocational and postcolonial knowledge relations. For the
Tanzanian and Mozambican PhD students, this means that
their precariousness is constructed along a lack of recognition of
their work as academic work and their resistance is articulated



through opposing the subject position of a passive object of
capacity building. Mahlck uses these insights to argue for a
focus on ‘situated policy development’, ‘policy development
from below’ and ‘policy development through institutional
responsibility’.

The second article by Ann-Louise Silfver: Supervision in
the contact zone revisited: Critical reflections on supervisory
practices through the lenses of time, place and knowledge is a
contribution to the understanding and reflections within the field
of the knowledge relations established and negotiated within
intercultural doctoral supervision. It presents one supervisor’s
reflexive analysis of how supervisory practices played out in
a development cooperation funded capacity-building project,
which took place in the Lao PDR and Sweden during 2005-2011.
Using the concepts of time, place and knowledge (Manathunga,
2014), Silfver reflects on her own practices and actions as a
supervisor to four doctoral students from Lao PDR. She uses
the possibilities and challenges she encountered as a supervisor
to critically reflect on how postcolonial theory and the concepts
of time, place and knowledge can contribute to discussing how
hegemonic patterns of knowledge production in doctoral training
can be disrupted. The analysis shows how supervision in the
contact zone risks supporting strategies of assimilation at the
expense of transculturation. Silfver argues for a third path, that
of accommodation, where the needs and strategies of doctoral
students and supervisors affect and change doctoral training.
She recommends that analyses of colonial patterns of power
and hierarchy operating in the present should more actively be
incorporated into doctoral training curricula in order to bring
about profound change and altered relations and practices of
knowledge production.

The third article by Lene Mpgller Madsen, Producing
supervisors in the global south: Reflections on academic training
abroad, utilises a postcolonial perspective to reflect on the
production of Ghanaian supervisors. Being abroad is a result
of physical movement between places; however, it is also a
construction of social spaces produced through interaction and
reproduced through the participants’ relations, interwoven with
historical power relations. Based on seven personal narratives
of Ghanaian academics Madsen analyses the meaning and
implications of Ghanaian academics’ experiences of supervision



as PhD-students in the global north, and explores consequences
for their own supervision practice at Ghanaian Universities.
Madsen shows how the academic practices of Ghanaian
academics are influenced by and related to their experiences
abroad as well as mobility between the global north and global
south. In conclusion, Madsen discusses how educational
practices operate beyond the immediate supervisory context
both in terms of supervision practice and in the wider cultural
setting of supervision. She further argues that including the
notion of the ‘production of an educated person’ adds to our
understanding of knowledge relations and supervision practice
in the post-colonial contact zone.

The last article by Eren Zink: Ugandan Scientists,
Scandinavian Collaborations, and the Cultural Economy of
Science uses economic anthropology to explore tensions and
misunderstandings that arise within Ugandan-Scandinavian
partnerships in research and research training. Drawing upon
anthropological fieldwork amongst medical and agricultural
scientists in Uganda during 2013-2016, Zink offers a description
and analysis of the overlapping and sometimes contradictory
cultural economies of Ugandan scientific work from the
situated perspectives of Ugandan scientists themselves. The
article highlights how scientists’ social and physical mobility
within Uganda and abroad shapes understandings of the
meaning of their scientific labors amongst lay publics, scientific
collaborators, foreign funders, and Ugandan scientists. The use
of a cultural economy approach together with elements of actor-
network theory makes visible the overlapping and sometimes
incompatible logics and patterns of economic organization
in research and research training that fosters frictions and
misunderstandings both at home and in international scientific
research collaborations. Going beyond laboratory work and
publication practices, Zink illustrates the importance of holding
scientific workshops in hotels, salary top-ups, and social and
material obligations to kin and colleagues for facilitating (and
sometimes undermining) North-South science collaborations.
Zink concludes that greater recognition of the patterns of cultural
economy shape the meanings of money and scientific work are
necessary for mitigating mistrust and misunderstanding across
South-North scientific partnerships, and achieving greater
equity and transparency in contemporary collaborations.



The articles’ combined contribution to the field

In the context of a global and increasingly competitive knowledge
economy where nation states, institutions and individuals are
competing for the best researchers, ideas and research grants,
there is a need for situating development aid funded support
to building research capacity in developing countries in this
context. Development aid funded research and research training
in both Sweden and Denmark receive earmarked state funding.
However, this does not mean that researchers participating in
these collaborations or training programs are unaffected by the
pressures from a global and neo-liberal knowledge economy.
Here the two articles by Mahlck and Zink explicitly focus on
the social and economic aspects of research collaborations
and research training. More specifically, Mahlck unfolds
how Tanzanian and Mozambican PhD students and Swedish
supervisors manage and negotiate precariousness in academic
work relations in Swedish higher education. The article by
Zink shows how researchers in Uganda manage and negotiate
their social and economic livelihoods given their dependence
on foreign funding. These articles bring new insights into how
the entanglement of economic and social relations are lived and
managed in the everyday lives of researchers, supervisors and
PhD students participating in development aid funded support
within an already post-colonial and increasingly competitive
and neo-liberal knowledge economy.

By addressing the wuse of established concepts to
understand supervision in a postcolonial perspective, the special
issue makes important contributions to further development
of the research field. Silfver in her reflective article on being
a supervisor found that understanding pedagogies from the
viewpoints of assimilation and transculturation was not enough
to understand the processes she as a supervisor had experienced
in the global north. She argues for a more nuanced pedagogy of
accommodation, as the layered effects of a colonial past and
present affect those of us who inhabit academia very differently.
In the article on understanding the meaning and negotiations of
academic training abroad for Ghanaian supervisors, Madsen also
finds that the pedagogies of assimilation and transculturation
fall somewhat short. She shows how the concept of cultural
production of an educated person adds to our understanding of
how experiences abroad are negotiated in the later supervision
practices of academics in the global south.



Despite applying different vocabularies, the four articles
emphasise the need for understanding the relationship between
people and places at a global level but at the same time stress that
these relationships are rooted in particular academic localities.
The research presented in this special issue implies engaging
in a critique of development perspectives which reproduce
dominant representations of the global north and south, and
draw attention to the lack of perspectives which focus on the
variety of relations between them (McEwan, 2009). Integral to
this is an analytical focus on the various shifting and sometimes
dual ‘intersectional and translocational subject positionalities’
of both privilege and disadvantage (Anthias, 2012) that evolve
in development aid funded research and PhD training. In that
respect, the articles make valuable additions to broad-brush
research perspectives by focusing on the particularities of how
students, supervisors and researchers manage and negotiate
the everyday in Swedish and Danish development aid funded
research and PhD training. In the articles by Mahlck and Silfver
the everyday experiences of supervisors and PhD students
in Sweden are theorised through the lenses of translocal
intersectionality, whereas the articles by Madsen and Zink
conceptualise how supervisors’ and researchers’ experiences
are layered and occupy multiple positionalities in academic
work life in Ghana and Uganda respectively.

Broad policy initiatives from donors are the starting points
for the development cooperation on research investigated in this
special issue. The articles analyse what happens when policy
moves to concrete practice and localities and the knowledge
relations that construct and result from these development
cooperations. This investigative focus on lived experiences
in particular locations offer additional knowledge that points
both to particularities and to similarities across contexts.
The research suggests that neo-colonial legacies continue to
operate on multiple levels with concrete effects on research
practices. These must be researched, analysed and critically
discussed beyond this special issue so that we can continue to
create strategies for decolonization in our respective research
communities.
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RACISM, PRECARIOUSNESS AND RESISTANCE:
DEVELOPMENT-AID-FUNDED PHD TRAINING IN
SWEDEN

Paula Mahlck
University of Gdvle and Remeso, Linkoping University, Sweden

ABSTRACT There is a growing interest from states in the global
north and NGOs worldwide in building research capacity in
countries of the global south through development-aid-funded
research training (United Nations, 2015). In this context, little is
known on the social and intellectual positioning of development-
aid-funded students in relation to other groups of students that
are studying in the global north under other social and economic
conditions. This article deals directly with this issue by focusing
on how Tanzanian and Mozambican students and Swedish
supervisors participating in Swedish development-aid-funded
programmes for building research capacity through postgraduate
training in low-income countries make representations of
academic work relations, compared to other students and
supervisors in Sweden. In particular, the article focuses on the
complex, shifting and sometimes dual layers of precariousness
and resistance that are (re)produced and the lessons that
can be learned from the perspective of policy development.
In total, 91 interviews were collected, with those with women
representing 26 per cent of the sample. The result show that the
positionalities made available to students are constructed at the
complex intersection between predefined parameters such as
contractual agreements and how supervisors and departmental
colleagues in Sweden manage and negotiate power structures
relating to ‘competition’, ‘production’ or ‘development’. For
Tanzanian and Mozambican development-aid funded students,
this means that their precariousness and resistance differs from
Swedish students and other international students, particularly
Asian students, and is constructed along a lack of recognition
of their work as academic work. Their resistance is articulated
through opposing the subject position of a passive object of
capacity building. The lessons learned for policy is ‘Situated
policy development’, ‘Policy development from below’ and ‘Policy
development through institutional responsibility’.
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ABSTRAKT Det finns ett vidxande intresse fran lander
och organisationer i det Globala Nord for att bygga
upp  forskningskapacitet 1  utvecklingsldnder  genom
bistandsfinansierad forskarutbildning (United Nation, 2015),
men det finns lite kunskap om hur bistandsfinansierade
doktorander &r socialt och intellektuellt positionerade i
forhallande till andra grupper av studenter som studerar i Global
North under andra sociala och ekonomiska férhallanden. Denna
artikel ger ett bidrag till forskningen genom att kontrastera
prekarisering och motstdnd bland bistandsfinansierade
tanzaniska och mocambikiska doktorander jamfért med andra
doktorander som studerar vid svenska universitet. I synnerhet
fokuserar artikeln pa de komplexa, skiftande och ibland dubbla
lager av precisering och motstand som (re)produceras genom
arbete som utférs vid svenska universitet och som tar plats i
intersektionen av forskningsbistand, internationalisering av
hogre utbildning, rasifiering, postkoloniala kunskapsrelationer
samt genusrelationer. Artikeln syftar &ven till att bidra
till  policyutveckling inom forskningsbistandet. Totalt har 91
intervjuer genomforts, varav 26 procent med kvinnor. Resultatet
visar att de positionaliteter som gors tillgdngliga ar 6msesidigt
konstituerade av fordefinierade parametrar, sasom avtal,
samt hur handledare och institutionskollegor i Sverige
forhandlar globala diskurser i hogre utbildning med avseende
pa “konkurrens”, “produktion” och “utveckling” i sitt dagliga
arbete. For tanzaniska och mocambikiska bistandsfinansierade
doktorander innebdr detta att deras prekarisering skiljer sig
at fran andra studenters, framfoérallt studenter fran Asien
och svenska studenter, genom en brist pa erkdnnande av
deras arbete som akademiskt arbete. Motstand formuleras
fran positionen The colonial difference (Mignolo, 2002) som
upphéaver en passiv och underordnad position som ’féremal
for bistand’. Med utgangspunkt fran resultaten foreslar
artikeln policyutveckling genom ’Situerat forskningsbistand’,
Policyutveckling med utgdngspunkt i underprivilegierade
gruppers vardagliga erfarenheter’ samt "Policyutveckling genom
institutionellt ansvar’.

KEYWORDS Postgraduatetraining,academicwork, development-
aid, postcolonial, de-colonial, racism, internationalisation.

Introduction

There is a growing interest from states in the global north and
NGOs worldwide in building research capacity in countries of
the global south through development-aid-funded research
training (United Nations, 2015). These initiatives have been
researched at policy level (Mgoller-densen & Madsen, 2015;
Breidlid, 2013), at the level of teaching and learning (Silfver &
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Berge, 2016; Silfver 2018) and in the context of how academic
work relations are experienced from various and hierarchically
situated participants (Kontinen et al., 2015). Less researched
are the particularities of academic work relations taking place
in development-aid-funded research training in the context of
‘the increased globalisation of international education’ (Riano
& Piquet, 2016, p 1). This article deals directly with this issue
by focusing on how Tanzanian and Mozambican students and
Swedish supervisors participating in Swedish development-
aid-funded programmes for building research capacity
through postgraduate training in low-income countries make
representations of academic work relations, compared to
other students (national and international) and supervisors
in Sweden. In particular, the article focuses on the complex,
shifting layers of ‘precariousness’ (Courtois & O’Keefe, 2015;
Lopes & Dewan, 2014) that are articulated in these work life
representations. This article is inspired by recent research into
precariousness among highly skilled workers and perspectives
on precariousness as an ‘activity’ with a particular emphasis
on modes of resistance (Shierup & Jergensen, 2017; Berardi,
2012). Another central theme of this article is therefore also
to produce policy recommendations from the perspective of
participants of the program for capacity building.

The article is organised in three sections: firstly, the
background and context of this article — a brief overview of
Swedish postgraduate training which will explain why this
article emphasises academic work relations in the context of
postgraduate training. The aims and research questions are
also outlined. Secondly, my sample, methodology and main
theoretical concepts are presented. Finally, a joint analysis and
results section concludes with a discussion focusing on lessons
learned for policy in development-aid-funded research training.

Aim of the study and research questions

The aim is to investigate representations of precariousness and
resistance in the context of academic work relations taking place
in doctoral training of development-aid-funded Mozambican and
Tanzanian PhD students in Sweden. This involves ‘contrasting’
(Ehn & Lofgren, 1982) representations of Tanzanian and
Mozambican development aid funded students’ positionalities
to the positionalities made available to international Asian PhD
students and to national PhD students. Integral to this is the
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discussion of how the results can inform policy development in
the assignment of development-aid to PhD training.

Three research questions have guided my investigation:

i) From a contrasting perspective - between
Mozambican and Tanzanian development-aid-
funded PhD students, international Asian PhD
students and Swedish PhD students - what
are the representations of positionalities made
available in academic work relations in the context
of postgraduate training in Sweden?

ii) Focusing specifically on Mozambican and
Tanzanian development-aid-funded PhD students,
what layers of precariousness and resistance are
represented in i)?

iii) From i) and ii), what are the implications for policy
development in development-aid-funded PhD
training programmes?

Background

Sweden’s support to research in low-income countries is
channelled through the Swedish International Development
Cooperation Agency (Sida). The support is organised through
‘research partnership programmes’ for research capacity-
building in low-income countries in Africa, Asia and Latin
America. In some cases these programmes have been in operation
for more than 40 years — as is the case for Mozambique and
Tanzania, where the programmes date back to 1978 and 1977
respectively. The main idea of the PhD programmes is that they
are designed to sustain links with the home institution in the
global south during training in Sweden. Here the students are
supposed to move back and forth between a Swedish university
department and their home university department during
training and thus the mobility component in the programmes
is mandatory. A long-term ambition of Swedish support for
research capacity-building is that it should result in building
research capacity in the global south and ultimately the
establishment of local PhD training programmes (Fellesson,
2017; Fellesson & Mahlck, 2013).

At the policy level, the operational frames of the
PhD training programme are decided jointly by Sida (the
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programme’s funder), the HEIs offering the PhD training in
Sweden (providing supervision, office space and research
facilities while in the host country) and the research institutions
in low-income countries, which provide the candidates and
office space at their home universities. This article will provide
additional information on how these policy discourses are
managed and negotiated in practice and their implications for
policy development.

Context

The dominant national policy recommendation in Sweden is
that PhD students should be employed at Swedish universities
under conditions which give them workers’ rights to a pension
and the social security system. It is in this aspect that
undertaking PhD studies, doing coursework and writing a
PhD thesis and receiving PhD supervision, are constructed as
labour. Sometimes PhD students are also involved in various
forms of teaching in Universities!, but usually, teaching is
a minor part. Currently, 75 per cent of PhD students are
employed under these conditions. Only 7 per cent are funded
by various stipends, preventing them from benefitting from
the aforementioned rights despite their carrying out the same
type of labour (i.e labour here means writing a PhD thesis and
undertaking PhD course work). Currently slightly over 40 per
centofall PhD students enrolled are international; interestingly,
these international students are overrepresented among those
who are funded by stipends (Ministry of Education, 2016, p
68-71). In this context, postcolonial educational trajectories
and diverse economic conditions during doctoral training,
together with any payback arrangements after graduation, are
important factors that impact on international students’ social
and intellectual positioning in Swedish academia. Students
from Asian countries — at 50 per cent — make up the largest
group of international students in Sweden. However, despite
their numerical representation, little is known about the
premise under which they are studying in Sweden and how
they perceive their position in Swedish academia. However, it
is well known that, often, the living expenses of international
students are not covered by their stipends (Ministry of
Education, 2016). In addition, from national statistics we
find that there is a persistent gender gap among international

1 Students funded by stipends are not allowed to teach.
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postgraduate students compared to the majority Swedish
postgraduate population.

The majority of African students undertaking PhD
training in Sweden are funded by Swedish development
aid. These students are not part of the internationalisation
agenda of Swedish Research Policy, nor are they represented
in national statistics (Fellesson 2017). The only systematic
mapping of them suggests that between 800 and 1,000
African scholars have gained their PhD through international
training programmes which, interestingly, have existed in
some countries for over 40 years (Fellesson and Mahlck,
2013). From our previous research, we know that over 50 per
cent of the population — and a higher percentage of women —
had experienced discrimination in Sweden, the main trigger
for which was skin colour. Importantly, this survey research
focus on self-perceptions of experiences of discrimination
among researchers whom have participated in the program
1990-2014. The parameters tested for comprise gender, age,
family situation, position at workplace, ethnicity, colour of
skin and socio-economic background (for detailed description
see also, Fellesson & Méahlck 2013, Mahlck & Fellesson, 2016;
Mahlck, 2016). Currently, this research is the only large-scale
investigation of experiences of discrimination on the grounds
of skin colour in Swedish academia. In this context, it is worth
noting that development-aid-funded students are employed
by their universities in the global south and that the Swedish
government covers their costs while in Sweden. From this
perspective, some might believe that the financial situation for
these students, while in Sweden, is better compared to that of
many other international students. However, the employment
conditions at their home universities in the global south can
vary and sometimes their academic work position in their
home university depends on their success in obtaining a PhD
degree.

Methodology

The article provides a ‘qualitative meta-analysis’ (Screiber et
al., 1997) of the research conducted for four different projects
focusing on inequality based on gender and race/ethnicity in the
context of new academic work regimes in Swedish, Mozambican
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and Tanzanian academia between 2010 and 20172; I have been
involved in the carrying-out and analysis of the interviews in all
projects. The reason for choosing a qualitative meta-analysis
is because it provides a methodology for conceptualising large
numbers of qualitative data into a thick analysis of particular
themes. Notably, there is a difference between a qualitative
meta-analysis that derives from a comparison of different
research results, where the findings themselves are considered
to be the data, and secondary analysis, where the researcher
has access to raw data and uses them to reanalyse his or her
data and to answer a different question (Thorne, 1994).

This article applies a secondary analysis of the layers of
pecariousness and resistance in the context of academic work
relations taking place in international postgraduate training
and the intersectional and translocational (Anthias, 2012)
dimension of these processes and their implications for policy.

Sample

In total, 91 interviews were collected. Those with women
represented 26 per cent of the sample. The majority of interviews
were conducted with PhD graduates (Swedish, international
and development-aid-funded), with a focus on academic work
during their doctoral studies and after their graduation. The
interviewees’ age range was between late 20 and 65 years. The
41 interviewees in Sweden were selected from two academic
disciplines representing a softer and a harder end of the social
sciences. Interviewees in Sweden were distributed along four
academic departments in two different universities. In Sweden,
the interviewees were recruited using e-mail addresses
retrieved through university home pages. The 27 interviewees in
Tanzania and Mozambique were recruited through participant
lists retrieved from the national program co-ordinators and
through snowballing technique. Here, the scientific fields
represented in the interviews ranged across the social sciences,

2 The projects are externally funded and are as follows: Research
policy and research practice in the global research economy (2009-
2011); Modes and Narratives of Mobility and Career Paths among
Ph.D. Holders in Swedish Supported Programs to Research Training
in Mozambique (2014); Aid and Institutional Change: Modes and
Narratives of Mobility and Career Paths among Ph.D. Holders in
Swedish Supported Programs to Research Training in Tanzania (2015);
Development of research supervision (2015).
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medicine and technology. At the time of the interview, the
majority of interviewees were working as university lecturers
in Sweden, Tanzania or Mozambique, though there were also
representatives of the Swedish Ministry in various political
fields and the administration of the different universities in the
global north and global south. Of the 91 interviews in total,
23 were individual interviews with supervisors in Sweden, of
whom half were women.

Analytical design and limitations

The analytical design is inspired by poststructural research
into equality in higher education (Thierney & Venegas, 2009;
Thierney, 1992). This means acknowledging the significance
of discursive representations and what they produce. Of less
importance in poststructural research and in this article, are
numerical representations?.

In this article, the analytical focus is on representations
of Tanzanian and Mozambican development-aid-funded
students’ positionalities in the total interviews, using
contrasting (Ehn & Lofgren 1982) as the analytical method. In
social science research contrasting is used to make patterns
visible through comparisons of various and different cultural
phenomena’s (Ehn & Lofgren, 1982). Here contrasting is used
as an analytical entrance for investigating the particularities of
the discursive representations of Tanzanian and Mozambican
development-aid-funded students’ positionalities in academic
work relations taking place in Swedish academia as compared
to international Asian PhD students and to national PhD
students. Contrasting is also used to explore variations
of resistance among students and supervisors involved in
development-aid-funded training.

3 In the total interviews, the discursive representation of Asian
students is strong, however, the numerical representation of
interviewed Asian PhD students is limited, notably, only one interview
has been conducted with an Asian PhD student. Most likely, the reason
for the low number of interviews with Asian PhD students is that the
interviews made with non —development aid-funded PhD students and
researchers in Sweden have focused on fields in social sciences where
the number of international scholars are less as compared to natural
sciences and medicine. However, the interviews with supervisors

and development-aid-funded students cover disciplines from natural
science, medicine, technology, social science and humanities.
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The quotations have been chosen since they represent a
particularly clear pattern of an experience or opinion in the
whole interview and for making variations of representations
visible. It is not possible to generalise in a quantitative meaning.
Rather the ambition is to produce new knowledge which can be
used for theory building.

Following poststructural research presentation (Thierney
& Venegas, 2009; Thierney, 1992) the interviews are presented
in a joint ‘results and analysis’ section, where selected interview
quotes will be continuously discussed in relation to various
research frameworks central to this article and to facilitate
understanding of the particular quote.

Theoretical framework

This article bring research from the fields of ‘the globalisation
of international education’, ‘postcolonial knowledge relations’
and ‘intersectional and translocational gender research’
together into a meaningful dialogue in an attempt to produce
a postcolonial analysis of layers of precariousness in academic
work. This means acknowledging the already postcolonial
world and the re-workings of postcolonial knowledge relations
from the perspective of researchers and students. Therefore,
understanding the relationship between people and places at a
global level and that these relationships are rooted in localities
are an essential part of the postcolonial perspective of this
article (see also McEwan 2009).

There is a global tendency for economic interests to gain
importance over academic values in higher education, research and
postgraduate training (Olssen & Peters, 2007). Among other things,
this turn has increased interest in international students for the
interest of increased revenues; in research, this is labelled as ‘the
globalisation of international education’ (Riano & Piquet, 2016, p 1).
In this context, research has identified increased homogenisation
and professionalization of doctoral training as dominant features
of this development (Olssen & Peters, 2007). Within this setting,
the global introduction of ‘New managerialism’ in academia i.e
organizational strategies from the private sector, have increased
precariousness in academic work lives. Notably, precariousness in
academic work lives are characterised by uncertainty, flexibility,
mobility and emotional stress (Takayama et al, 2016; Courtois &
O’Keefe, 2015; Lopes & Dewan, 2014; Berardi, 2012)
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For countries in the global south, which often are heavily
dependent on international donors for their research, the
research literature (Knight, 2013; Teferra & Altbach, 2004)
indicate that there are two issues at stake:

i) the potential risk of cultural homogenisation/
Westernisation or neo-colonialism through
donor-driven research training and the research
knowledge produced therefrom; and

ii) the weakening of academic values in favour of
work relations based on economic concerns.

In this article, these well-established theoretical and
empirical insights are used to underpin the postcolonial
analysis of layers of precariousness and resistance articulated
in representations of academic work.

As mentioned previously, a postcolonial perspective on
knowledge relations imply a critique of the view of the global
north and the global south as separate entities with distinct
histories and trajectories becomes important:

it [postcolonialism: my comment] demonstrates how
the centre and periphery — the here and there — have
always been interconnected and mutually constituted,
often in highly unequal ways (McEwan 2009, p 28).

It is in this aspect that a postcolonial perspective stands in
critical dialogue with development perspectives on knowledge
relations and challenges dominant representations of the
global north and south and the lack of perspectives which
focus on relations between them (McEwan, 2009). From a
postcolonial perspective, development has functioned as a way
of representing the global south as lacking or lagging behind,
constructing an active /passive dichotomy. As will become clear
in the analysis, the active/passive dichotomy is used to theorise
layers of resistance against precriousness in academic work
lives in development-aid-funded research training.

The intersectional and multi-layered theoretical frame
of this article is inspired by the theory of ‘translocational
intersectionality’ (Anthias, 2012), in order to be able to research
how the various and multiple positionalites of subjects shift
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as they move between academic workplaces. Here the theory
of translocational intersectionality is used as an analytical
entry-point for understanding the complex power-knowledge
relations that make some subject positionalities in academic
work available to certain PhD students and render others
unavailable, and the shifting and sometimes dual processes of
precariousness and resistance that result.

On acautionarynote, this article pays particular attention
to the complexities, negotiations and resistance that may
evolve from the analysis of interviews with a broad sample
of PhD students and graduates (whether development-aid-
funded, international or national) and Swedish supervisors.
It is in this respect that this article avoids (re)producing
predetermined understandings of representations of
academic work and translocational positionalities that are
made available for development-aid-funded postgraduate
students in Sweden.

Analysis

The analysis is presented in two steps. The first step concerns
analysing (from a contrasting perspective) the representations of
the translocational positionalities which are made available for
Mozambican and Tanzanian students in Swedish academia. The
second analytical step focuses on representations of resistance
against precariousness from the perspective of students and
supervisors involved in development-aid-funded programmes.

Precariousnessattheintersectionbetweentheglobalisation
of international postgraduate training and the coloniality
of Western knowledge regimes

This first step of the analysis will begin with analysing the
positionalities made available to Asian and Swedish students
from the perspective of Swedish supervisors and gradually
move on to contrasting these with Tanzanian and Mozambican
students’ positionalities.

Asian students produce - Swedish students know their
rights too well!

In the context of a very competitive work culture, a male

supervisor underlines that postgraduate supervision in his
departmentis carried out in what he calls an ‘industrial manner’.
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He explains that, in his research field, there is a constant
demand for ‘production’, whereby PhD students not only need
to be able to ask the right questions but need, primarily, to
contribute to ‘production’ in a very hands-on way: ‘Students
need to deliver data’. In this context he concludes:

We almost only recruit international students,
because they are performing much better than
Swedish students.

Probing the interviews, it is well known that, within the
international student body, many Asian students often are
working in Sweden under very constrained conditions, as one
supervisor notes:

At our university, Asian students are tied to contracts

that are often economically insufficient [...] and
there are payback arrangements written into their
contracts.

In this context, another supervisor explains:

- Well, I have chosen to work mainly with Asians
students, yes.

- Why?

- Asian students produce — you can always e-mail
them, at weekends, during the summer or other
holidays — you know they will respond and do what
you ask. Swedish students, I think they know their
rights too welll This is why I prefer to work with
Asian students.

Taken together, the interview quotations above suggest
that Asian students’ positionalites are constructed along
representations of ‘production’ and ‘competition’ and how
Swedish supervisors and colleagues manage and negotiated
insufficient contractual agreements. At the same time, it
becomes obvious that these representations also construct
Asian students as valuable and hardworking academic subjects.

As regards Swedish students, they are not tied to

the same type of contractual agreements. From the total
interviews we know that Swedish students are represented as
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knowledge producing subjects but are generally considered
not working at the same pace as international students and
Asian students in particular. One often mentioned explanation
for that is that ‘Swedish students know their rights’ implying
that Swedish students are more inclined to oppose labour
relations that are against workers’ rights in Sweden. Other
explanations refer to the international competitiveness of
Swedish basic education which is considered to be lower in
some subject areas. Often various explanations are combined.
From international research in higher education we know that
those living precariousness in work lives are less likely to
oppose to negative treatment out of fear from losing their work
or encounter other forms of repressions (Courtois & O’Keefe,
2015; Lopes & Dewan, 2014).

The coloniality of power, racialisation and precariousness
Returning to Tanzanian and Mozambican students, as already
mentioned in the introduction, the Swedish government tops
up their salaries while they are in Sweden, so they have better
financial situationin Sweden as compared to their home situation
and compared to many other international students. However,
from interviews with supervisors, some supervisors recall that
development-aid-funded students are paid less as compared
to Swedish students. Analysing differences in salaries between
various student groups in detail would require other types of
data, therefore this aspect is not probed further in this article.
What is possible to analyse is how Swedish supervisors talk
about the research contribution of Tanzanian and Mozambican
development- aid-funded-students. The following quotation
from a Swedish supervisor will expand on this:

The wunderlying assumption of development-aid-
funded students is that they cannot meet the academic
standards of other students that are studying in our
department. I mean, people assume that their work
for their theses would be of lower quality. Towards
these students, the attitude has been more like ‘Ah,
let them go on, they are funded by development-aid,
we must let them pass our examinations although
they don’t quite meet up to our academic standards’.

The quotation above suggests that, in this Swedish
department, development-aid-funded research from Africa
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is constructed around representations of inferiority, more
specifically a lack of recognition of their work as academic work.
Importantly the interviewed supervisor is very critical against
this discourse. Previous research on Laotian development-aid-
funded PhD-students in Sweden supports this research (Silfver
& Berge, 2016). The results also resonate with the discourse
of the global north as a site of high quality research and
universities in African countries as lagging behind (see Madsen,
2018). As regards precariousness in academic work relations,
casual faculty in UK and Irish higher education experience their
academic work lives in similar ways (Courtois & O’Keefe, 2015;
Lopes & Dewan, 2014). Here receiving less payment for the
same type of work as compared to tenure track staff, feelings
of isolation and lack of recognition are main constituencies of
precariousness in acadmic work lives. Importantly there was
a lack of data from BME staff and international staff in the
British and Irish research, further indicating the contribution
of this research.

In this article, the lack of recognition of work as scientific
work can only partly be explained by the explicit policy
recommendation that development-aid-funded students
should primarily contribute to capacity-building in their home
academic departments (Fellesson, 2017). From this policy
imperative, it follows that they are not expected to contribute
to knowledge development in Swedish departments. However,
the interview quotation above and interviews from other
supervisors suggest that there are also other reasons. In this
context, one supervisor explains that there exists a hierarchy
among PhD students in his department, where those from
Western European and Nordic countries are easily included
into any social and research communities, whereas students of
Asian and African backgrounds are not as easily integrated into
research activities. Importantly, the supervisor is very critical
about this hierarchy and regrets that his department has not
done more to overcome it among doctoral students. The reason
for the exclusion from the department’s research relations, he
suggests, is the students’ differences in cultural background,
with thoses from Asia and Africa being seen as different and
deviant to the departments’ research culture.* Talking explicitly

4 In keeping with the wishes of this interviewee, this part of the interview is referred
to but not cited.
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on Mozambican and Tanzanian students, the same supervisor
continues:

‘Not even when they are the main contributors to
a research orientation in a department or if they
are working on similar topics as other researchers,
they are invited into research collaborations at the
department’.

From the interviews presented above there are a number
of intersecting discourses relating to ‘funding’, ‘development’
and ‘culture’. How can we understand this complexity? From
postcolonial literature, the conception of ‘Coloniality of power’
is well known (Mignolo, 2002). The conception is the nexus
through which historical power relations construct and maintain
contemporary postcolonial hierarchies. The basis of Coloniality
of Power is economic, political and above all, epistemic (Mignolo,
2002; Quijano, 1992). From this perspective, dependency
relations in research funding and research training becomes
an important way of (re)producing contemporary postcolonial
knowledge relations.

How should we understand the reference to ‘culture’
in the interviews? In Sweden, processes of racialisation are
often put into practice and legitimized through emphasising
representations of ‘cultural differences’ between Swedes and
those who are seen as deviant ‘Other’ (Tesfahuney & Mattsson
2002). In this article, I therefore propose that the hierarchy
among doctoral students represented in the interviews can
be read as the result of the intersectional and translocational
workings of the Coloniality of power and processes of
racialisation, which produce representations of the inferior
and racialized Other and excludes Asian and African students
from department networks in Sweden. Here the intersection
of discourses related to ‘funding’, ‘development’ and ‘culture’
not only excludes Tanzanian and Mocambican students
from department networks but also from the positionality
as a valuable knowledge producing subject in Swedish
departmental research networks. This reasoning suggests
a possibly paradoxically situation. To expand on this line
of thought: the exclusion from positionality as a knowledge
producing subject and most likely, differences in contractual
agreements, between Asian students and development-aid-
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funded students, seems to protect development-aid-funded
students from the neoliberal exploitation that Asian Students
sometimes encounter.

However, in a broader perspective, the positionalities of
development-aid-funded Tanzanian and Mozambican student
(as important for maintaining a research orientation/research
focus on Africa at Swedish departments but being neglected
as research partners in department networks) resonate with a
well-known postcolonial critique of development-aid (McEwan,
2009). From this perspective, development-aid discourses
have neglected and, to some extent, are still neglecting, the
connection between centres and periphery and how the wealth
in the global north, both historically and to date, is built on
resources from the global south (Ibid). This means that at
an individual level, development-aid- funded students are
protected from immediate neoliberal exploitation, however at
institutional level, the workings of the Coloniality of power is
still valid.

Importantly, however, we should note that there
are variations in these representations. When African
development-aid-funded students are included in
departmental research networks and recognised as
important knowledge producing subjects, there exists
a long-term collaboration with African universities and
African researchers that is recognised and valued by leading
researchers in the Swedish department.

As regards Swedish students, from the section under
the subtitle ‘Asian students produce, Swedish students know
their rights too well I’ and official statistics from the Ministry
of Education referred to in the introduction, we know that
Swedish students are acknowledged as knowledge producing
subjects (although not ascribed the same ‘value’as international
students and Asian students in particular); the majority of
Swedish students are employed by Swedish universities and
not depending on stipends; and finally, the quotations above
suggest that they are racialized as ‘White’ (Bonilla-Silva 2011),
thus, as belonging to the department research culture.

The last part of the first step of the analysis focus on
structural barriers related to citizenship and postcolonial
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positionality and representations of precariousness. Particularly
the following focus on contrasting development-aid-funded
student with Asian international students. In the examples
presented, Swedish students are not included. This is because
Swedish students working in Swedish academia have the
privilege of not being negatively affected by intersections related
to citizenship and postcolonial positionality.

Structural barriers from various and intersecting

positionalities

Policy research into the international mobility of students
has highlighted structural barriers related to visa processes,
seen as the main challenges for upward mobility (Oleksiyenko
et al., 2013). In this context, hierarchical relations between
the various groups of students are seen as an area in need
of further research (2013, p 1099). The following sub-section
responds to this call and focuses on structural problems related
to possibilities for academic work in periods of international
mobility. The following quotation is from an Asian doctoral
student and is chosen because it represents a well-known
structural problem for international students from outside the
EU and the EES who are studying in Sweden:

The thing is, we are employed by the university, but
by the Migration Office, we are not considered as
employees but as students, so we can only get student
visas which means that we have to go to the Migration
Office once a year to prolong our visas and that takes
two months to get. If you have a conference during
these two months that basically means that you
cannot attend. For me it is not a big problem because
conferences in my area are not related to publications
but, in many other areas, if your paper is accepted
for a conference it means that it will get published —
but if you cannot attend the conferences then they
withdraw it [...]. Some people have questioned why
they [my comment: the Migration Office] cannot take
us as employees so we can get a working visa and
so that they do not have to do so much paperwork
[...] we pay tax and we do the same things as other
people who are working, so this is — I sometimes feel
discriminated against.
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From theinterviews with supervisors and students, we know
that being part of a Swedish funded development- aid program
often facilitates the frequent visa requirements. However, the
organisation of the PhD training programme, which requires
constant mobility between Sweden and the students’ home
academic department, poses other and additional challenges,
particularly for female researchers and those with families.
The quotation, which is made by a male PhD holder, is chosen
because it represents a common way of talking about obstacles
in relation to the mobility component of the programme.

Yes, for those of us who have families, it is difficult.
Particularly if there are kids involved. It is very difficult to leave
everything and go to Sweden. And for women, of course, it is
more constraining because a man can leave the house but the
women will not leave the child until he or she is grown up.
And when the child is grown up the woman will be too old to
undertake PhD studies.

Importantly, the intersectional layers of precariousness
articulated through theseworkrelations seemtobeboth gendered
and postcolonial. However, inherent in this is a paradox which
need to be highlighted. As I showed in my previous research on
this student group (Mahlck, 2016): on the one hand, staying
in Sweden created spaces for women to focus on research only
while, on the other — and considering the burden of women as
the main caregivers, putting them under enormous pressure
to fulfil both their caring responsibilities back home and their
research duties while in Sweden. Finally and at a more general
level, the quotation names parental obligations and age relations
as gendered relations, thus highlighting the disjunction
between global policies of international student mobility and
the layers of intersectional and translocal precariousness that
are articulated from the various positionalities of international
students.

It is in this respect that the intersectional and translocal
layers of precariousness outlined above can be read as an
important gender and postcolonial critique of the, most often, uni-
dimensional and disembodied celebration of mobility currently
dominating policy discourses on the internationalisation of
Swedish higher education.
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Different ways of reversing the active/passive dichotomy
This second part of my analysis will focus on the variety of the
ways in which development-aid-funded students and Swedish
supervisors who take a critical stance against their hegemonic
position, represent resistance against the positionalities made
available to the former. The following quotation is from a
Swedish supervisor who describes how he sees the future of
development-aid-funded postgraduate training.

- Well, my Swedish colleagues are not too happy
about the system, with the double PhD degrees
that are emerging in [African universities].

- Why?

- Because more and more work duties are being
removed from Sweden to the African context.

- Ah, so Swedish universities are losing funding?

- Er, perhaps not so much funding - these
programmes have never generated much funding
to Swedish universities — no, the Swedish side is
losing control, control over the academic process
which is gradually being transferred to the African
university system in terms of a double degree.
Personally, I'm in favour of this and I do all I can
to assist in this development — why not? They
have the experience and the skills now. [...] In
our subject area, publishing articles in academic
journals have not been a tradition but the pressure
to publish is slowly entering our field [...] For those
supervisors who are in the middle of their careers
it is very important to have many publications, but
I'm retired now, I don’t need more publications, I
don’t need to build a career, I have nothing to lose.

This quotation reveals that what is at stake for Swedish
supervisors taking part in development-aid-funded training is
not so much the fear of losing funding as the fear of losing power
and control over PhD training and the possibilities for research
that come with being involved in these programmes. In the
system of double-degree PhD exams, the candidate will have
a PhD from both a Swedish and from an African university. In
this respect, control over the PhD process is gradually moving
from Swedish to African universities. Interestingly, the Swedish
supervisor quoted above situates his response within global

29



academic work regimes which emphasise competition and the
constant pressure to publish. This indicates that, despite the
philanthropic mission of development-aid-funded support for
research capacity-building in countries in the global south, the
academic work relations taking place within such programmes
cannot be understood as operating outside the pressures
from neo-liberal work regimes in academia. In this article, I
suggest that the supervisor’s active support for gradually
transferring the power and influence over PhD training and
research can be read as resistance against a postcolonial
work order where African PhD students and researchers are
constructed as the passive recipients of donor instructions and
Swedish researchers occupies the positionalities of active and
knowledgeable research subjects.

In the quotations below, two development-aid-funded
PhD graduates reflect on their experiences of PhD training in
Sweden. The quotations are chosen because they represent
resistance differently as compared to the supervisor presented
above.

You see, there are two kinds of Swedes: those who
have been abroad and those who have never been
abroad. The first group made me feel very welcome,
but the other group? Oh, they ignored me, made me
feel like a thing.

Researchers in Sweden are not used to Africans being
researchers, you know, this is a common theme in
postcolonial theory [laughs].

‘Provincialising Europe’ is an established method for
the drive to decolonise institutional power structures in
Western universities (Chakrabarty, 2000, 1992). Central in
‘provincialising Europe’ is the reversal of the gaze and the
exploration of European University contexts and knowledge
production from the perspective of the global south. In the
context of the two last interview quotations, I suggest that, here,
the researchers return their gaze towards Swedish academia
and resistance is created through analysing Swedish academia
from a postcolonial perspective and identifiying exclusionary
practices that can contribute to neo-colonialism. In this
respect, these researchers articulate resistance by speaking
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from the position of ‘the colonial difference’ (Mignolo, 2002).
According to Mignolo, speaking from ‘the colonial difference’
means making the coloniality of power visible. Here Mignolo

notes a paradox ...] the erasure the colonial difference implies
that one recognize it and think from such epistemic location
[...]” (2002, p 85).

It is in this respect that the researchers’ resistance differs
from that of the Swedish supervisor in the quotation above.
His resistance is articulated through opposing uneven power
structures as regards the architecture of the program of
research training and trying to reverse that by supporting a
system of double degree — not, however, extending his resistance
into proposing a postcolonial critique of what the programs
produce in terms of research subjects and epistemologies and
methodologies for knowledge production. A cautionary note is
necessary here, in the PhD-program the research topics and
methods, are continuously negotiated between the students
and supervisors in Sweden, adding an additional layer of
complexity to the analysis. This means that both students
and supervisors are part of the relational process of producing
subjects and objects of knowledge, albeit occupying different
and hierarchical power positions.

Concluding discussion

In the tradition of critical poststructural research on equality in
higher education, it is emphasised how research can and should
be used to change inequality and prejudice against various and
underprivileged groups in academia, as Thierney notes:

We need to go further by not only delineating the scaffolding
for critical or feminist theories and the like but also suggesting
how we might employ such theoretical orientations in the
daily operations in our institutions. We need to consider how
institutionally sponsored interventions function within the
variety of different contexts that exists for different issues such
as minority student retention [...] such horizons will enable
us to consider the social conditions of power that give voice to
some and silence others. (Thierney 1992, p 616)

I conclude by focusing on how the main results from this
article can inform a different policy development in Sida funded
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development-aid-funded research training. For future research,
it is interesting to explore if and how these recommendations
can be applied in other contexts where PhD training is funded
by development-aid or other philanthropic missions.

Situated policy development

This article has shown that development-aid-funded research
training cannot not be understood in isolation. While
development-aid policy to some extent has problematized the
unequal postcolonial power relations involved in these training
programs from the perspective of the collaborating partners from
the global south (Fellesson, 2017) the role and functioning of
broader power relations that are currently impacting on Swedish
academia in respect of global competition for funding and results
and audits/pressure to publish have received less attention.
Thus, a different type of policy development is possible through
situating development-aid-funded training at the intersection of
translocational historical and contemporary power structures
related to ‘postcolonial knowledge relations’, ‘development-aid’
and ‘globalisation of international postgraduate training’.

Policy development from the perspective of everyday
experiences from below

Another main result concerns how development-aid-
funded research training is lived, experienced, managed and
negotiated by both students and supervisors. Importantly,
the representations of subject positions made available to
the students are the result of intersecting translocational,
racialised, postcolonial and gender regimes and of how students,
supervisors and colleagues manage and negotiate these power
structures. Thus, policy development is possible if the lived
experiences and particularly of the variety of ways in which
structural obstacles are managed in the everyday are taken into
account. Here processes of racialisation, gender relations and
parental obligations, hitherto much neglected in policy, need
particular and further attention.

Policy development through institutional dialogue on
responsibility

The research results in this article highlights that the reception
of the students at Swedish departments need further attention.
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Here this article suggest that a different policy development
could take place through an institutional dialogue on the
mutual responsibilities between Sida and Swedish and African
departments on what the reception of students in Swedish
higher education implies. This dialogue should begin from the
layers of precariousness that these students may encounter
during training and what responsibility institutions should
take for this. Another area concerns how the future of these
programmes is imagined. In many countries, building research
capacity through PhD training has existed for more than 40
years. Recent research has pointed to the lack of opportunity
for further research that the students encounter after their
graduation (see Zink 2018) or the uneven research collaborations
with scholars in the global north that PhD graduates are offered
following graduation (Fellesson and Mahlck, 2017, 2013). It is
in this context that an institutional dialogue on responsibility
has an important and delicate mission.
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ABSTRACT This article contributes to the discussion on
intercultural doctoral supervision through a reflexive analysis
of one supervisor’s practices during a joint Laotian/Swedish
capacity-building projectin 2005-201 1. My practices were guided
by postcolonial/feminist aspirations to shift power relations and
to disrupt knowledge-production practices to allow what Singh
(2011, p. 358) calls “pedagogies of intellectual equality”. These
ideals, however, were challenged by the formal structure of the
PhD programme and my socialisation into a Swedish/Western
rationality about what a ‘good’ doctorate is. Using the concepts
of time, place, and knowledge (Manathunga, 2014), I reflect
here upon my own practices and actions during supervision of
four doctoral students from Lao People’s Democratic Republic.
This supervision took place in what Pratt (2017/1990) calls the
‘contact zone’, the space where intercultural meetings take place.
Manathunga (2014) argues that time, place, and knowledge are
crucial to understanding intercultural supervision. I analyse the
opportunities and challenges I met as a supervisor, and critically
reflect upon how postcolonial theory and concepts of time, place,
and knowledge can contribute to discussion on disrupting
hegemonic patterns of knowledge production in doctoral
training. The analysis shows how supervision in the contact zone
may support assimilation at the expense of transculturation,
the blending of knowledge from different contexts to create new
knowledge (Manathunga, 2014, p. 4). The analysis also points to
a third path, accommodation, towards the needs and strategies
of doctoral students and supervisors affecting and changing
training in unexpected ways.

ABSTRAKT Den har artikeln ar ett bidrag till diskussionen om
interkulturell forskarhandledning. I artikeln presenteras en
forskarhandledares reflexiva analys av hur forskarhandledning
tog sig uttryck i ett bistandsstott forskarutbildningsprojekt
i samarbete mellan Laos och Sverige 2005-2011. I min
handledningspraktik strdvade jag efter att, med inspiration
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fran postkoloniala och feministiska teoribildningar, utmana
maktrelationer och strukturer for kunskapsproduktion for att
skapa utrymme for det Singh (2011, p. 358) kallar ’pedagogiska
strategier for intellektuell jamlikhet’. Trots dessa ambitioner
blev det tydligt att forskarutbildningens formella struktur och
min egen forstaelse for vad en framgangsrik doktorand ér, var
djupt rotade i en svensk/vasterlandsk logik som utmanade mina
postkoloniala och feministiska ambitioner. Jag reflekterar darfér
i denna artikel, med hjalp av Manathungas begrepp (2014) tid,
plats och kunskap, éver min egen roll som handledare for fyra
doktorander fran Laos. Handledningen agde rum i det Pratt
(2017/1990) benamner ’kontaktzonen”, det vill sdga den plats
dar interkulturella méten dger rum. Manathunga (2014) havdar
att det ar avgorande att forstd hur tid, plats och kunskap &r
formade av de koloniala strukturer som i var samtid fortsatter
att pragla relationer mellan det globala nord och det globala
syd. Jag kommer analysera de utmaningar och mdjligheter jag
motte i min handledningspraktik fér att kritiskt granska hur
postkolonial teoribildning och begreppen tid, plats och kunskap
kan bidra med en bredare diskussion om hur hegemoniska
monster for kunskapsproduktion inom forskarutbildning kan
utmanas. Analysen visar att handledning i kontaktzonen riskerar
att stotta assimilation, det vill sdga att doktorander ensidigt
anpassar sig till systemet, pa bekostnad av transkulturation,
den process genom vilken kunskap fran olika kontexter vavs
samman for att skapa ny kunskap. Analysen visar ocksa pa en
tredje strategi, ackommodation, dar doktoranders behov och
deras och handledares strategier for att méta dessa har potential
att forandra forskarutbildningspraktiker.

KEYWORDS Supervision, higher education, contact zone, Laos,
Sweden, reflexivity, postcolonial analysis.

Introduction

In 2011, four Lao students at the Department of Education,
Umea University, successfully defended their PhD theses, ending
a six-year intercultural supervisory relationship in which I was
one of their three supervisors. These students were among 15
university teachers at the National University of Laos (NUOL)
selected to participate in a capacity-building project sponsored
by the Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency
(Sida). Sida’s aim was to support research and research
training at NUOL by enrolling Lao university teachers into
doctoral programmes in three Swedish universities so that on
completion of their training they could return to Laos, the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic (PDR), and NUOL to spearhead
local research and doctoral training.
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Development cooperation between the Lao government and
Western donors has a complicated history. Laos is to this day
one of few remaining one-party states alongside for example
China, North Korea and Vietnam. Between 1975 and 1985 Lao
PDR pursued Marxist-Leninist politics, actively shutting out
Western influences, severing ties with former colonial powers
France and the USA. However, the Lao economy did not flourish
under the new regime, and with the fall of the Berlin wall, the
Lao government was forced to put in place the so called New
Economic Reform (NEM) whichinin the 1990’s led to an enormous
influx of development cooperation funding (Evans 1998, 2002;
Stuart-Fox 1997). Having actively resisted Western influences,
as part and parcel of a revolutionary ideology rejecting former
colonial powers, Laos finally was forced to once again open up
to these influences in order to fight poverty (Silfver, 2010).

Two colleagues and I co-supervised the four doctoral
students in education, bringing in critical (Gramsci, 1971;
Freire, 1970/1993), postcolonial (Spivak, 1999; Said, 1978;
Fanon, 1961/2001), and feminist perspectives and experiences
(Berge and Ve, 2000; Butler, 1990/1999; Mohanty, 1984) to our
practice. We had both theoretical orientation in these fields and
concrete experiences of working in the global south and taking
feminist approaches to the educational sector. We also knew
our students quite well since we had all, to various degrees,
spent time in Laos doing research and preparing to set up the
doctoral programme in Sweden. I had spent more time in Laos
than the others, having been based there for a year and a half
collecting data for my own research (Backtorp, 2007).

Upon completing their degrees, the four students returned
to Laos and I began to reflect more deeply upon my experiences
over those past six years. The students’ research had expanded
my own knowledge of education in Laos, and I had learned a
great deal about doctoral supervision, especially intercultural
supervision. I was also left with many doubts about my own
skills as a supervisor. Since the students’ theses passed the
examinations, they had clearly met the requirements for a
Swedish doctoral degree, but I also knew that [ had somehow
failed tocreate space forthem tomake muchneeded contributions
to our Swedish doctoral programme. That their knowledge
contributions had changed me was clear, but it was equally
clear that we, as a Swedish academic institution, had missed
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the opportunity to gain from their knowledge and experiences
to challenge “authoritative discourses” (Canagarajah, 2002) in
the department’s doctoral training programme. This realisation
kept bothering me: What could I have done differently?

I returned to Laos several times in 2011 and 2012 to
continue working with my former students, and I took those
opportunities to interview the other alumni of the project about
their experiences of doing a doctorate in a Swedish university.
The aim of the interviews was to contribute to research on
doctoral supervision in the contact zone. The study was reported
in an article titled 'We are like orphans’: Exploring narratives
of Lao doctoral alumni educated in Sweden (Silfver and Berge,
2016), hereafter referred to as the alumni study. Shortly after
the article was published, I came across a book by Catherine
Manathunga, an Australian scholar whose former work had
been important in the writing of the alumni study article. The
book, Intercultural Postgraduate Supervision: Reimagining Time,
Place and Knowledge (Manathunga, 2014), provided a much
needed framework for writing reflexively about intercultural
supervision from the perspective of my own experiences as a
supervisor in the contact zone.

The focus of this article is thus on my own experiences of
supervision in relation to Manathunga’s (2014) theoretical and
empirical framework and the empirical results of the alumni
study. Mahlck and Fellesson (2016, p. 98) argue that while
research interest in the mobility of transnational postgraduate
students is increasing, little yet is known of how this mobility
“impacts on the internationalisation of receiving institutions
and [...] on postgraduate supervision”. This article contributes to
filling this knowledge gap. Key to the analysis is the application
of postcolonial theory to understand how time, place, and
knowledge are shaped by colonial legacies present in global
north—-south relations, not least in development cooperation
and in higher education institutions in the global north.

In the following, I briefly contextualise doctoral training in
Sweden before discussing reflexivity as a methodology.

Doing a doctorate in Sweden

A full-time Swedish doctoral programme takes four years
(240 credits) and requires a mix of course and thesis credits.
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This mix varies across faculties, ranging from 30 (medicine
and science and technology) to 90 credits (social sciences
and humanities). In my department’s education programme,
doctoral students take 90 course credits; the remaining 150
are devoted to fieldwork and thesis writing. Doctoral students
are assigned one main and one co-supervisor. The main
supervisor has both an academic and a practical responsibility
for the student. The latter includes setting up an individual
study plan regulating the work year by year, detailing courses,
seminars, thesis writing, conferences, and workshops. Most of
the degree is devoted to thesis writing, and doctoral studies are
thus highly individualised in the Swedish system (Universitets-
och hoégskoleradet, n.d.). A thesis can be written either as a
monograph or as a thesis by publication, commonly comprising
four articles brought together with a cover story. Although
traditions differ between disciplines, usually two of the articles
should be published or accepted for publication before the thesis
is finalised and defended. The programme ends with the student
publicly defending the thesis against an invited opponent with
expertise in the dissertation area. The thesis and its defence
are then graded by a committee of three to five professors: one
usually represents the student’s department, while the others
represent other faculties or universities.

Doctoral students in Sweden are usually salaried for a
four-year period of full-time studies. The Lao students, however,
were employed by NUOL and financed by SIDA stipends while
in Sweden. Nevertheless, like other doctoral students, they were
regarded as employees and staff members, given university
office space, and incorporated into daily departmental life.

Generally, no special provisions were made for the Lao
students. They followed the regular doctoral programmes within
theirrespective subjects; however, the departments were differently
prepared for accepting non-Swedish speaking students. Swedish
universities are eager to attract international students, so many
degree subjects provide doctoral training in English. Several of
the Lao students, therefore, took the same courses as Swedish
and other international students, and were thus integrated into
regular doctoral programmes. This was, however, not the case at
my department. Compulsory courses had previously been offered
only in Swedish, but these were developed into English modules
specifically for the Lao students when they enrolled.
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Reflexivity as methodology

Writingreflexivelyis challengingin manyways. Denzin (1997)and
Finlay (2002) describe how reflexive writing unjustly is criticised
for lacking methodology and theory and for being narcissistic.
Nystrom (2007) argues for the value of reflexive writing in her
investigations of a visit to South Africa, which came to trouble
her understandings of race and gender. She discusses reflexive
writing as a tool for theorising lived experiences, pointing out
that reflexivity can support the development of new knowledge
and new understandings through a process needing three
components to be productive to research: “personal experience,
reflexive writing, and theoretical studies”. She continues,
“although my experiences were profound and left me with
memories that were inscribed on my body, penetrated my skin
[...] T did not and could not, use them and incorporate them
immediately in my own practice” (Nystrém, 2007, p. 36f).

“Memories are present-day interpretations of past events
and not a cunning way of exposing truth” (Berg, 2008, p. 218).
This is an important recognition. However, it does not mean that
memories should not be considered important to understanding
processes of knowledge production. On the contrary, memory
work has a long tradition in European feminist research (see
e.g., Widerberg, 1994; Hauge, 1987) as a methodology that
allows “new and different knowledges” (Berg, 2008, p. 217).

In this article, I relate my own memories to Manathunga’s
(2014) categories of time/history, place, and knowledge.
That is, I let these categories structure my memories, for two
reasons. First, I find it fruitful to analyse my memories in
relation to theoretically and empirically established categories
of supervision in the contact zone, i.e. the social space where
cultures interact, often on unequal terms (Pratt 1990/2017). In
a recent article, Mahlck and Fellesson (2016) also adopted and
critically examined Manathunga’s theoretical approach in their
research on the experiences of Swedish supervision among
doctoral alumni in Mozambique, whose studies were supported
by Sida.

Their results show the complexities of supervision in
the contact zone through three main findings: (1) Swedish
supervisors do engage in transformative work, but more collective
work is needed to address structural inequalities in Swedish
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universities; (2) the notion of ‘inter’ in intercultural supervision
risks reinforcing ideas of international students as one coherent
group, thus masking the value differences attached to different
types of international postgraduate mobility; and (3) aid to higher
education in low and middle income (‘developing’) countries
may position postgraduate students in aid-supported training
as objects of capacity building rather than as contributors of
knowledge. Development aid-funded doctoral training thus
risks creating places/spaces that construct “a postcolonial
white normality in Swedish academic departments” (Mahlck
and Fellesson, 2016, p. 114).

In this context, reflexivity about what it means to be white
is crucial if we as white academics can begin to understand and
appreciate that “regardless of the intentions of white people,
and regardless of the other social groups to which they may
belong, whites as a group benefit from a society in which racism
is deeply embedded” (DiAngelo, 2016, p. 196). This is certainly
relevant to understanding Swedish academia where “some
bodies are made to feel welcome whereas others are racialised
and seen as trespassers” (Madhlck and Fellesson, 2016, p. 110).
In a Scandinavian academic context, this is further addressed
by scholars such as Berg (2008) and Farahani (2015). Berg
discusses her memory work in relation to her own whiteness, a
position she understands to be an unmarked majority position
kept in place through silence: “whiteness is co-produced with
silence through avoidance in concrete everyday situations”
(2008, p. 219). This avoidance is made possible precisely because
whiteness is an unmarked majority position; it is within the
norm and therefore unnecessary to address. Farahani’s (2015,
p. 245) experiences of being a female scholar of Iranian descent
in Swedish academia stand in stark contrast:

I can barely find a moment emotionally or intellectually
in the processes of teaching or conducting my research
— while interviewing, collecting material, reading,
writing, teaching, presenting, positioning and being
positioned through the research process — that does
not in one way or another resonate with my personal
background.

Bodies and their racialisation, or perceived lack thereof for
those in an unmarked majority position, cannot therefore be
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ignored in memory work aimed at unpacking experience, in this
case supervision in the contact zone. In writing this article,  am
aware that my choice to focus on one specific theoretical lens
has its limitations. I am also sensitive to the critique against
Manathunga’s use of ‘intercultural’ in discussing supervision in
the contact zone. Mahlck and Fellesson (2016) opt for the term
‘translocal’ to shift attention from cultural differences to power
dynamics. Aware of this, I still choose to ‘talk with Manathunga’
in this article, since the categories of time/history, place, and
knowledge offer entry points to a complex entanglement of
experiences.

A second reason for using Manathunga’s concepts to
structure my memory work is ethical. I choose not to take
my starting point in a research diary or to focus on specific
situations of supervision I experienced to avoid exposing others.
An alternative would have been to co-author this article with
my co-supervisors and former doctoral students. I chose not to
do this for practical reasons since it was logistically difficult for
all of us to gather around this project and engage in memory
work together. This article therefore represents my memories
only, which are constructions of situations involving six other
peoples (my two co-supervisors and our four students), two of
whom are deceased. As a middle way, my co-supervisors and
former students have been given the opportunity to read and
comment on the text to ensure they do not feel unjustly exposed.

The alumni study was an important sounding board in
my memory work. I used empirical data from that study to
reflect on my own experiences, and I use memories involving
my former students only to underline points already made in
the alumni study.

The remainder of the article is devoted to an elaboration
of the concepts of time, place, and knowledge in postgraduate
supervision (Manathunga, 2014) and how they provide important
insights into understanding one supervisor’s perspective on the
supervision process.

Reimagining time and history

Catherine Manathunga (2014) points out that time and
history feed into the supervision process at different levels.
Both students and supervisors bring with them their
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own personal and professional biographies, and these
biographies are produced by the histories and cultures of
their countries.

I learned from living in, working in, and reading up on
Laos that its colonial history had a concrete impact on people’s
educational trajectories (Backtorp, 2007; Evans, 1998). For
example, none of the doctoral alumni had received their master’s
degrees in Laos because at the time the country did not offer that
level of education. The alumni instead experienced master’s level
education from the former Soviet Union, Bulgaria, Romania,
Japan, Thailand, and Vietnam!'. They studied in whatever
countries Laos happened to have development cooperation
links with at the time. Many alumni also described having
several master’s degrees from different countries. This meant
that those who came to Sweden had many different experiences
of master level studies, not only from different countries, but
also from different times, ranging from the early 1980s to the
late 1990s.

From my perspective, this has at least two implications.
First, those who came to Sweden were used to adapting to
different educational systems and to living and studying in other
countries. Second, this makes it difficult to establish one ‘grand
Lao narrative’ of higher education other than one of difference.
It was therefore neither easy nor straightforward to understand
what sorts of expectations they had of doctoral studies in
Sweden. The data from the alumni study, however, showed that
many located themselves within a discourse positioning Laos as
a developing country with poorly educated citizens. Therefore,
they worried about their abilities to study at the doctoral level in
Sweden. The data from the alumni study also revealed a worry
about the ideal of the doctorate as an individual endeavour,
which did not resonate well with them for several reasons. Laos
is politically and socially a society that privileges the collective
over the individual. This has consequences in notions of how
good education should be organised as a collective activity,
which influences Lao educational policy and practice at all levels
of education (Chounlamany and Khounphilaphanh, 2011).

1 Although not reported in the alumni article, this information was
collected in the alumni interviews.
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I, on the other hand, was firmly rooted in a Swedish higher
education discourse positioning the doctorate as an individual
endeavour. I had been socialised into this at the bachelor level,
where the ability to carry out university studies independently
was stressed. The focus on independence continued through
both master and doctoral levels, cementing a specific notion
of the successful student as an independent student. It also
became increasingly clear to me that Sweden, through its
longstanding commitment to development cooperation with
the global south, had created a discourse in which ideas of
solidarity had effectively written Sweden out of the European
colonial project (Mc Eachrane and Faye, 2001). The effects of
colonial legacies on Swedish society and academia were, within
this discourse of solidarity, easy to ignore. Swedish academics
such as myself could therefore hide behind a discourse of
solidarity thinking that colonial legacies affected others and not
us, and that we did not have to take responsibility for our part
in a European/Western colonial project.

Time and history had thus shaped our educational
experiences and expectations differently, but a few factors
helped us to reconsider the doctoral training we provided to
the Lao students. First, there was the issue of concrete time for
supervision. Sida provided more time for supervision than the
commonly set university standard of 100 hours of supervision
time per doctoral student per year divided between the main
and the co-supervisor. Most supervisors would agree that this
time normally does not cover the supervisory needs of doctoral
students, but specifying a limited number of hours this way,
also signals the individual nature of doctoral studies. Students
thus manifest research competence through individually driven
work efforts with the support of their supervisors. In relation
to the Lao students, with the extra supervision time allotted,
we could think differently about this. The supervision sessions
were organised as workshops and many ideas developed
through discussion and collective analysis and reflection.
I believe that this was a much more familiar setting for the
students, who were accustomed to working in groups and
supporting each other collectively (see e.g. Chounlamany and
Khounphilaphanh, 2011, for an elaborated discussion on
group work in Lao education). Group work was thus a pedagogy
that we could develop jointly since we had more supervision
time. Second, after some consideration, the doctoral students
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decided to co-author their theses in pairs. Co-authoring is not
the norm, but co-authored theses are accepted in my discipline
and at my department, and this allowed the students to work
more collaboratively?.

Retrospectively, I see that the postcolonial and feminist
orientations in the supervisory group helped us see beyond
Swedish doctorate norms and collaborate with our students
to do things differently. Manathunga (2014, p. 31f) posits that
“postcolonial theory encourages supervisors and students
to be aware of their own personal, and often, contradictory,
positionings and experiences of colonisation, which may affect
their supervision relationship”. Despite my orientation and
interest in postcolonial theory, however, I did not sit down with
my Lao colleagues in a structured way and reflect with them
over the implications of this recognition. I reflected quite a bit
on their experiences and perspectives, but I did not engage
in a deep conversation informed by postcolonial or feminist
theory on what we needed to understand about our respective
biographies and experiences to supervise them differently. I
thus maintained my unmarked majority position (Berg, 2008)
through silence.

Had I done this differently, I think I could have been more
open to other realisations about how we organised the work
and what types of knowledge we collectively brought with us.
We did highlight the importance of contextualisation in the
doctoral research projects, and a recurring slogan was “Context
matters!” paraphrasing Daly (2005). In that sense, we did live
up to Manathunga’s (2014, p. 37{) call to “encourage students
to investigate the multiple histories of their education systems”
to better understand time and history. As a supervisor, however,
I did not fully appreciate the importance of that same emphasis
in the supervision process and in doctoral training in general,
and I did not deeply turn attention to what my whiteness really
meant to the context and how the colonial experience seeped
into the supervisory context in both Laos and Sweden.

2 In an official investigation from the Swedish government from

1966 (SOU 1966:67) it was stated that a thesis could be co-authored
provided that the contributions of each author was clearly identifiable.
This practice is accepted to this day.
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Reimagining place

Placerepresents many spacesin Manathunga’s (2014)theorising.
She discusses geographical place, place-based pedagogies,
and concrete spaces for supervision. For Manathunga, place
is important to the supervision process, especially when
students and supervisors come from different countries and
cultures. Again, this is a recognition that context — along with
the experiences, knowledge, and ideas developed and formed in
specific places — does matter both educationally and personally.
Having a sense of place can also mean feeling out of place or
seeing a place differently, from a distance. Place can in this
sense never be left out of the learning process.

I was aware of many places and spaces that I related to,
in different ways, with the students. One was Laos, a distant
place while in Sweden, that was nevertheless always present.
Laos remains a one-party state, and during my stay there in
2003-2005, I was made aware of the need not to challenge
established political hierarchies through what I wrote. English
constituted a somewhat free zone, since English proficiency
among Lao nationals at that time was limited. Texts in English
were therefore not so threatening to the regime. Nevertheless, I
was sensitive early to the need in some contexts to guard against
expressing opinions too openly. In ‘coffee assemblies’ (sapha
café in Lao), however, discussions were freer in the company of
trusted friends.

All students in the Sida project were government employees
and as such they were to some degree carriers of the official
discourse I believe regulates oral and written speech practices.
In that sense, I think that place was often negotiated in the
students’ writing practices in ways that I as a supervisor did
not always understand and appreciate, which could give rise
to discussions about how empirical data could and should
be presented, and how far an analysis or discussion could be
elaborated. Since I had some insight into the Lao context, I
understood and accepted that place affected what was put into
writing. Looking back, however, I wonder whether my insight
was enough, not least from a postcolonial perspective, since my
assumption of insight also carries an aspect of condescension.
Rather than focusing so much on their strategies, I could have
focused more on what this said about my own notions of Sweden
as a place of ‘openness’, where political agendas seemingly
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did not affect speech and writing practices. In this sense, yet
again [ located myself in the unmarked majority position, an
untroubled position that reinforces rather than challenges
postcolonial knowledge relations.

If Laos was a place that became visible to me in the contact
zone, so were Sweden and the various institutional settings
where the training took place. The alumni study (Silfver
and Berge, 2016) clearly showed the importance of different
academic spaces such as the supervision space, the seminars,
the conferences, and the ‘fika rooms’ (the staff rooms where
Swedes traditionally have coffee several times a day). The results
of that study showed the importance of places and spaces that
made collaborative intellectual work possible. The fika rooms
also provided an important social space since all the alumni
had left their families behind in Laos and needed the social
dimension of being part of a workplace.

The alumni study and Manathunga’s (2014) study
showed that it was quite common for students to refer to their
supervisors and colleagues as parents, siblings, or cousins.
This to me signals important qualities of both professional and
personal relationships in Lao culture and discourse, where life
and work is surrounded and sheltered by significant others;
in their absence, new meaningful relationships were coded
accordingly. Our students and we supervisors came to form a
close-knit group of seven who often met both professionally and
privately. We had more time for supervision and could therefore
spend more time together professionally, but we also met as
friends for dinners and outings in both Laos and Sweden. This
was a novel practice to me, since in my experience academic
fostering in Sweden encourages keeping a ‘healthy’ distance
between teachers and students to maintain formal and informal
social barriers. Because I had spent time in Laos before my
students arrived in Sweden, I knew that relationships between
teachers and students were differently coded, and that kinship
terms and practices were commonly used to describe and enact
formal relations. Knowing this, I could more easily adjust to
having a different relationship with my Lao students than I
would have had with Swedish students.

In this sense, we engaged in what Grunewald (2003) calls
“critical pedagogies of place”, a concept he developed to create
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links between critical pedagogies and place-based education.
The former focuses on contributing to cultural decolonisation by
challenging assumptions in the dominant culture, and the latter
underlines the importance of education with direct bearings on
the social and ecological places learners live. Although we did
not focus on the ecological aspects of Grunewald’s theorising,
we recognised the importance of scrutinising dominant culture,
in this case Western knowledge production within doctoral
training, using a ‘context matters’ approach. As supervisors,
we tried both to support the social lives and well-being of our
Lao colleagues and to challenge notions of doctoral pedagogy,
especially as our Lao colleagues brought new modes of thinking
about what a successful doctorate is, for instance in terms of
collective work between students and supervisors. In this sense,
we jointly created a space or a community of practice (Lave
and Wenger, 1991) where research skills developed through
collaborative reading, writing, and discussion.

The theoretical work of two of the doctoral students
constitutes another example. In their thesis work on action
research in Lao PDR (Bounyasone and Keosada, 2011),
they worked on how aspects of Buddhist thinking such as
mindfulness, connectedness and impermanence could add
value to cross-cultural dialogue on education. According to
them, mindfulness was an important way to understand the
context of education and educational change. Connectedness
dealt with how education always must relate to the surrounding
community while impermanence can be one way of
understanding the societal changes education must be related
to. This was a theoretical development that they elaborated on
towards the end of their studies and which represented one way
of connecting practices of action research, introduced through
development cooperation, with concepts and ideas familiar
to the Lao context which made action research make sense
locally. I think that this represents one important example of
theoretical development that the doctoral students brought to
the table.

Despite these efforts, challenges remained that we had
difficulty addressing, mainly related to creating an academic
space at the department beyond our supervisor/student group.
The department had close to a hundred employees, about 20 of
whom would typically be doctoral students. The Lao students
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would therefore seem to have had a large doctoral group with whom
to interact; however, they were generally excluded from this group.
Our ambition as supervisors was for the students to be integrated
into the inner life of the department from the onset, being included
and participating as colleagues in various department and student
activities. This proved difficult. My department was predominantly
Swedish speaking, and language seemed to be a concrete obstacle
on both sides. As noted in the alumni study (Silfver and Berge,
2016), many respondents reported their struggle with English;
having to do a doctorate in what for many was a fourth or even
fifth language was no small challenge.

Without assigning blame, I believe there were few
professional/social spaces outside the supervisor-student
context open to the Lao colleagues in my department. Mahlck
and Fellesson (2016, p. 111) argue that “silence/absence is a
main constituent of the experience of exclusion”. Returning to
Berg’s (2008) argument that silence co-produces whiteness, it
seems clear that a postcolonial analysis, taking these issues into
account, could have helped me to understand how processes of
racialisation impacted the graduate training we were engaged
in. Arguing from Connell’s (2007) Southern Theory, we lost
opportunities to draw upon the potential personal, social, and
professional growth benefits of intercultural cooperation and
to challenge the authoritative discourses (Canagarajah, 2002)
of the training we provided and the research we conducted.
This is painful to discover, especially for an educationalist
who is reminded of how southern theory is a fundamentally
educational project:

Southern Theory requires us to take up a role as
‘teacher’ in relation to fellow researchers both in and
outside education. That is, it involves inviting others
to take the risk of venturing into the unfamiliar
intellectual world that sits outside the academic
centres of the ‘West’ so as to broaden their epistemic
horizons (Takayama et al, 2016, p. 2).

In this context, I am however not the teacher; rather, I am
the student, and postcolonial theory and my former doctoral
students are my teachers. Even if I learned many lessons from
collaborating in the contact zone, I still have some unfamiliar
intellectual worlds to venture into.

51



Reimagining knowledge

Is another knowledge possible? Are different modes of knowledge
production possible in a context where northern knowledge/
theory all the way from the Enlightenment has passed itself off
as universal, and where Kant’s (1899/2003) On Education is
but one example of this? And what role does the critical study
of whiteness play in these processes? Interrogating whiteness
is crucial to understanding the colonial project. Franz Fanon
(1961/2001; 1952/2007) in his powerful scholarship opened
our eyes to how white colonialism was experienced by blacks
who were subjected to it. Edward Said (1978), in the same vein
showed how orientalism was a product of imperialist societies
producing the ‘Eastern subjects’ they sought to rule. Chandra
Talpade Mohanty (1984) brilliantly showed just how much
feminism was constructed from a western gaze, and recent
Scandinavian research (Berg, 2008, Farahani, 2015) shows
how some bodies continue to be included in academia, while
others are continually excluded.

So how can we do research differently? Manathunga (2014)
provides no simple answers and she does not address the issue
of whiteness per se, but points to some possible strategies:

Creating space for Southern knowledge would also
mean learning from our students or finding out
together about the theorists and scholars from their
own contexts, cultures, countries and regions. This
would mean examining the ways in which genuinely
Southern perspectives and theoretical positions can
be brought to bear on different research topics, and
demonstrating how Northern theory is inadequate to
deal with the realities of Southern social, political,
economic and cultural contexts (Manathunga, 2014,

p 60f).

In the supervisor-student group, we made context matter.
The previous research our Lao colleagues engaged with was
rooted as far as possible in empirical studies from the global
south, and when possible, by Southern scholars. Research and
theorising by Lao scholars, however, proved difficult to find. This
was closely connected to Lao history and the exodus of educated
nationals during the 1975 revolution (see e.g., Pholsena, 2006;
Evans, 1998). The education sector collapsed and rebuilding
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post-1975 was difficult. The NUOL was inaugurated as late as
1996 and was poorly resourced throughout the Sida project. In
this sense, the research conducted by the students in the Sida
project was pioneering work, with little previous Lao research
to consult.

The alumni study showed that the respondents had had
many insecurities about their abilities to conduct doctoral
studies in a global northern context, including their possibly
outdated master’s degrees; some respondents had been
educated in the early 1980s, and much had happened in their
fields since then. Other stories, however, were notably framed
in the postcolonial history that continues to mark Laos. The
respondents saw themselves as in need of development, rather
than as contributors of knowledge. This was initially also
reflected in how we as researchers addressed the analysis of
the data from the alumni study. Early on, we decided to work
with the concept of threshold crossings (see e.g., Wisker and
Robinson, 2009) in analysing the respondents’ narratives of
doctoral training.

Wisker had done interesting work on cross-cultural doctoral
training and supervision, which we thought would be fruitful in
the analysis. However, when we presented drafts of our text,
we became aware of how our use of the concept reinforced a
colonial reading of the respondents’ journeys through doctoral
training, rather than supporting an analysis that showed
their strategies, abilities, and contributions to the training in
Sweden. The focus on thresholds resulted in us focusing on the
problems rather than the possibilities.

We thus reframed our whole analysis and focused on the
respondents’ agency (Hakkarainen et al, 2013) in addressing
both opportunities and challenges in their doctoral training.
This forced us to see the data from new perspectives and
allowed different stories of ‘being able’ to emerge. Working
with this article has, however, made me reflect more on how
development cooperation creates spaces that position people,
in this case doctoral students from the global south, as objects
of capacity building (Mahlck and Fellesson, 2016), and how
this notion is fed by colonial legacies. Further, I have also
been forced to reflect upon how, as a supervisor, I related to
a discourse of development based on prevailing north/south
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power relations, yet also engaged in pedagogies of intellectual
equality in which I recognised the Lao students as contributors
of knowledge who could change northern knowledge production.
The tension between these two positions will be discussed in
the closing part of the article using the concepts of contact
zone (Pratt, 1990/2017) and pedagogies of assimilation and
transculturation (Manathunga, 2014) as well as a third path I
call accommodation.

Towards a reimagined supervisory pedagogy

Doctoral supervision can be regarded as a ‘contact zone’ as
used by Manathunga (2014) in discussing supervision pedagogy
and by Phoenix (2009) on Caribbean migrants’ experiences of
education in the UK. Mary Louise Pratt (1990/2017) coined the
concept, defining it as a social space where cultures interact,
often in relations marked by domination, subordination,
and unequal power. Much theorising has been devoted to
understanding the contact zone, both as a productive and as a
problematic space (Manathunga, 2014). Manathunga identified
two main pedagogies common in the contact zone of intercultural
doctoral supervision: assimilation and transculturation.
Assimilation refers to international students’ adaptation to
the new system in a one-way process of teachers teaching and
students learning that Manathunga (2014, p 18f) suggests can
be symbolically violent since it forces “the adoption of Western
cultural norms and practices”. Transculturation pedagogy, in
contrast, recognises that dominant norms and cultures will
always have an impact, but also creates space for subordinate
or minority students to have agency in deciding which concepts
they use and how they use them.

What I came to see through my own memory work was
that the concepts of assimilation and transculturation were
not enough to understand the processes I had experienced.
Of course, we had to assimilate students into the doctoral
programme. The learning goals of the Swedish doctoral degree
had to be met. Individual study plans had to be set up. Certain
course and thesis credits had to be finalised and passed in
exams. Transculturation also took place through collaboration
as we, supervisors and students together, worked with and
problematised theories, methodologies, and empirical data as
individual researchers. According to my assessment, though,
this had little bearing on hegemonic research traditions in the
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global north space we occupied, which might have been too
much to expect or ask for.

Changing profound patterns of power and hierarchy is
difficult in any context, but as Foucault (1978) wrote, power is
productive, and opportunities to disturb established discourses
continually present themselves. A third analytical pathway
thus emerged through the reflexive work: accommodation. We
did accommodate, both the system to us and us to the system,
through the agency of the doctoral students, which led me to
alternative paths in my supervisory practice. Thus, what I first
read as a conflict between assimilation and transculturation
was instead a more nuanced pedagogy of accommodation.
We did things differently because we were all introduced to
new perspectives. It did not profoundly alter the conditions of
knowledge production or supervision pedagogy, but it did do
something to me. It made me understand the importance of
acknowledging the impact of time/history, place, and knowledge
on the supervision process. After having revisited the contact
zone of intercultural supervision, I will address in closing three
lessons I learned regarding time/history, place, and knowledge
that I believe are important lessons not only to me but also for
supervision generally.

I believe that discussing issues of time and history with a
clear pedagogical focus would have helped us all to reflect upon
how our individual biographies shaped our expectations of the
doctoral training we were about to engage in. Had we done this
in a more structured manner and made it part of the syllabus
for doctoral training, it would have pushed us to think about
and rethink how we organised both the form and the content
of the work, thereby challenging unquestioned epistemological
‘truths’ and positions.

Place has also come forth as more important than I initially
understood, especially in the context of doctoral training in
my own department. Of course, one requires institutional
support and commitment to engage in international academic
collaborations. However, I believe that international endeavours
are possible without such support and commitment running
very deep. In my department, support was available for those
interested in pursuing international collaborations, but it
did not extend to making such collaborations meaningful at
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the departmental level. The doctoral students arrived to a
friendly environment, felt very welcomed I believe, and formed
personal relationships with colleagues at the department.
In the larger context of department’s institutional life, space
for them was however limited. Work life progressed with few
attempts to include our international colleagues in the daily
life of the department by, for instance, using English more
often in meetings and seminars. Had [ known then what [ know
today, I would have focused more on articulating the types of
institutional support and commitment that would have allowed
more space for transculturation.

On a different note, it is also worth reflecting over whether
development cooperation capacity building projects