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Blink and you will mistake last year’s UvA marketing campaign for a United 
Colors of Benetton ad. The posters juxtaposed groups of contemplative 
students and lecturers with captions such as Curious by Nature, No Guts No 
Story, and Competent Rebels. 

There are at least three degrees of irony I can point out here. First, the austerity project – 
the immediate cause of the university occupation – obviously didn’t include this costly PR
campaign. Second, that “competent rebels” had been conceived as marketable assets well 
before (and arguably notwithstanding) excessive numbers of policemen evicted the 
rebellious elements from the Maagdenhuis on the 11th of April. Third, that while “Ethnic 
Diversity” was the obvious catchphrase for the entire brand concept, the University of 
Amsterdam could hardly be more white, both in terms of student population and 
academic staff, especially considering that its host city is home to 40% non-white people.

While we have a university board that claims to be proud of its new corporate identity and 
an administration that employs a risk assessment manager, we should also remind 
ourselves that we are working with thoroughly compromised curricula across the 
disciplines and a prevailing research ethos that believes a winner-takes-all mentality 
trumps any pursuit that does not have immediate market value. This list could go on, but 
the point would remain the same: everything is fucked up, and it’s not just them who are 
ruining the institution and its good name. How can we even start to think about a new 
university? It is hard to make a right when so much is wrong in such a fundamental sense.

Of course, this kind of a response runs the risk of becoming part of the expected sceptical 
pose of critical academics, whether they are precarious students or tenured staff. This 
type of criticism comes with its own arsenal of antagonisms and choice phrasings, its own 
ways of conducting us into new harmonies of conformism. Such critique slides into 
cynicism, lubricated by a reactionary doubt about the possibility of changing Big Bad 
Institutions, and it reduces intellectual life to a kind of debunking, with more and more 
people thinking about things they don’t want to be doing, rather than what they actually 
would like to do or think.

So in the midst of what is predominantly still an antagonism about the “ends” of money – 
universities want more of it, as well as more authority over how it is spent – it is therefore 
important to look askew and notice that these ends still belong to the gilt-edged margins 
of academic professionalism. This is why the critical focus on rendementsdenken is so 
ambiguous: while it effectively corners the culprits on the one hand, it has an air of 
outdated paternalism on the other. Minister of education Jet Bussemaker is against 
rendementsdenken, she even wants to invest significant money for new lecturers in higher 
education in order to battle it. �1 Bussemaker suggests a return to Bildung, that ruin of 
Western reason, which for her comes down to having future bankers do their internship 
with bailiffs so they better understand the pains of poverty. �2 So far so miserable. 

Fred Moten and Stefano Harney write that it is pointless to save the university from such 
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