
(Beyond) Official Document Utopias
Narrare, Narrative Studies Seminar
14 February 2023

Dr Marko Teräs (PhD)
Social Sciences, Sociology
Tampere University



Current research 
project

• “Speculative social science 
fiction of digitalization in 
higher education: Towards a 
humanized digital future” 

• Funded by the Academy of Finland

• More at https://carde.group

https://carde.group/


Our journey so far 
with the research 

of digitalization



Critical Document 
Discourse Analysis

• Critical discourse analysis of 
intergovernmental and governmental, 
international and national documents 

• Reports and working papers from the OECD, 
World Economic Forum, UNESCO, EU, 
International Labour Organization, Finnish 
Ministry of Education, Finnish National 
Agency for Education, Finnish Government, 
Microsoft (with McKinsey & Co, educational 
influencers), Google (e.g. with The 
Economist)

• Digivision 2030 initiative documents: 
“Finland as a model country for flexible 
learning, and a global pioneer in higher 
education”
(https://digivisio2030.fi)

https://netn.fi/node/8405

https://digivisio2030.fi/


Some sources: OECD
• OECD. (2019). OECD Skills Outlook 2019: Thriving in a Digital World. OECD. 

https://doi.org/10.1787/df80bc12-en

• OECD. (2020). Education in the Digital Age: Healthy and Happy Children. 
https://www.oecd.org/education/education-in-the-digital-age-1209166a-en.htm

https://doi.org/10.1787/df80bc12-en
https://www.oecd.org/education/education-in-the-digital-age-1209166a-en.htm


Some sources: UNESCO
• UNESCO. (2020). Responding to COVID-19 and beyond, the Global Education Coalition 

in action. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374364

• UNESCO. (2021a). Reimagining our futures together: A new social contract for 
education. UNESCO. https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379707.locale=en

• UNESCO. (2021b). UNESCO strategy on technological innovation in education (2022-
2025). https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378847

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374364
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379707.locale=en
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000378847


Some sources: EU
• Centeno, C., Vuorikari, R., Punie, Y., O´Keeffe, W., Kluzer, S., Vitorica, A., 

Lejarzegi, R., Martínez de Soria, I., & Bartolomé, J. (2019). Developing digital 
competence for employability: Engaging and supporting stakeholders with the use of 
DigiComp. Publications Office of the European Union.

• Vuorikari, R., & Punie, Y. (2019). The use of reference frameworks to support 
digitally competent citizens – the case of DigiComp. Digital Skills Insights, 
September.

• Vuorikari, R., Punie, Y., Carretero, S., & Van Den Brande, L. (2016). DigComp 2.0: 
The Digital Competence Framework for Citizens. Update Phase 1: The Conceptual 
Reference Model. Luxembourg Publication Office of the European Union.

• European Commission. (2020a). Digital Education action Plan 2021-2027 Resetting 
education and training for the digital age.

• European Commission. (2020b). Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027, Factsheet.

• Gonzalez Vazquez, I., Milasi, S., Carretero Gomez, S., Napierala, J., Robledo 
Bottcher, N., Jonkers, K., & Goenaga, X. (Eds.). (2019). The changing nature of work 
and skills in the digital age. Publications Office of the European Union.



Some sources: International Labour 
Organization (ILO)
• International Labour Organization. (2021a). The role of digital labour platforms 

in transforming the world of work. International Labour Organization (ILO).

• International Labour Organization. (2021b). World Social Protection Report 2020-
22: Social protection at the crossroads – in pursuit of a better future. 
International Labour Organization (ILO).



Some sources: World Economic Forum 
(WEF)
• World Economic Forum, & The Boston Consulting Group. (2015). New Vision for 

Education – Unlocking the Potential of Technology. 
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEFUSA_NewVisionforEducation_Report2015.pdf

• World Economic Forum. (2020). Schools of the Future: Defining New Models of 
Education for the Fourth Industrial Revolution. World Economic Forum. 
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Schools_of_the_Future_Report_2019.pdf

• World Economic Forum, & PwC. (2021). Upskilling for Shared Prosperity: Insight 
Report, January 2021. 
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Upskilling_for_Shared_Prosperity_2021.pdf

• World Economic Forum. (2011). Personal Data: The Emergence of a New Asset Class. 
World Economic Forum.

https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEFUSA_NewVisionforEducation_Report2015.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Schools_of_the_Future_Report_2019.pdf
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Upskilling_for_Shared_Prosperity_2021.pdf


Some sources: Finnish Ministry of 
Education (OKM)
• Digivision 2030 project implementation in higher education institutions launched. (2021). https://okm.fi/en/-/digivision-2030-

project-implementation-in-higher-education-institutions-launched?languageId=en_US

• Korkeakoulujen Digivisio 2030 -hankkeen toteuttaminen vauhtiin. (2021). https://okm.fi/en/-/digivision-2030-project-
implementation-in-higher-education-institutions-launched?languageId=fi_FI

• Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. (2017a). Korkeakoulutus ja tutkimus 2030-luvulle. Taustamuistio korkeakoulutuksen ja tutkimuksen
2030 visiotyölle. Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/visio2030-
taustamuistio.pdf/b370e5ec-66d3-44cb-acb9-7ac4318c49c7/visio2030-taustamuistio.pdf

• Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. (2017b). Korkeakoulutus ja tutkimus 2030-luvulle. Vision tiekartta. 
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/12021888/Korkeakoulutus+ja+tutkimus+2030-luvulle+VISION+TIEKARTTA_V2.pdf/43792c1e-602a-4776-
c3f9-91dd66ba9574/Korkeakoulutus+ja+tutkimus+2030-luvulle+VISION+TIEKARTTA_V2.pdf

• Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. (2017c). Sivistys, osaaminen, tiede ja teknologia ihmisen ja yhteiskunnan hyväksi. 
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/visio2030-kalvot.pdf/0fb786f6-d07b-462c-898b-632e8109b16c/visio2030-kalvot.pdf

• Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. (2017d). VISIO 2030. Työryhmien raportit. Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö. 
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/12021888/Visiotyöryhmien+yhteinen+taustaraportti_v2.pdf/d69fc279-d6a9-626d-deac-
712662738972/Visiotyöryhmien+yhteinen+taustaraportti_v2.pdf

• Opetus- ja kulttuuriministeriö & Demos Helsinki. (2017). Korkeakoulutus ja tutkimus. Yhteenveto Demos Helsingin 
yhteiskehittämisprosessista visiotyössä. 
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/OKM+visiotyö,+Demoksen+yhteiskehittämisprosessi.pdf/c14c31fd-8bfa-485c-9cc5-
e92174f902e4/OKM+visiotyö,+Demoksen+yhteiskehittämisprosessi.pdf

https://okm.fi/en/-/digivision-2030-project-implementation-in-higher-education-institutions-launched?languageId=en_US
https://okm.fi/en/-/digivision-2030-project-implementation-in-higher-education-institutions-launched?languageId=fi_FI
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/visio2030-taustamuistio.pdf/b370e5ec-66d3-44cb-acb9-7ac4318c49c7/visio2030-taustamuistio.pdf
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/12021888/Korkeakoulutus+ja+tutkimus+2030-luvulle+VISION+TIEKARTTA_V2.pdf/43792c1e-602a-4776-c3f9-91dd66ba9574/Korkeakoulutus+ja+tutkimus+2030-luvulle+VISION+TIEKARTTA_V2.pdf
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/visio2030-kalvot.pdf/0fb786f6-d07b-462c-898b-632e8109b16c/visio2030-kalvot.pdf
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/12021888/Visioty%C3%B6ryhmien+yhteinen+taustaraportti_v2.pdf/d69fc279-d6a9-626d-deac-712662738972/Visioty%C3%B6ryhmien+yhteinen+taustaraportti_v2.pdf
https://minedu.fi/documents/1410845/4177242/OKM+visioty%C3%B6,+Demoksen+yhteiskehitt%C3%A4misprosessi.pdf/c14c31fd-8bfa-485c-9cc5-e92174f902e4/OKM+visioty%C3%B6,+Demoksen+yhteiskehitt%C3%A4misprosessi.pdf


Some sources: Finnish National 
Agency for Education (OPH)
• Hanhijoki, I. (2020). Koulutus ja työvoiman kysyntä 2035. Osaamisen ennakointifoorumin

ennakointituloksia tulevaisuuden koulutustarpeista. Raportit ja selvitykset 2020:6 (No. 
9789521366796).

• Korkala, S. (2021). Virtuaalisen kansainvälisyyden muodot ja osaaminen toisen asteen
oppilaitoksissa. Raportit ja selvitykset 2021:3 (No. 9789521367328).

• Leveälahti, S., Nieminen, J., Nyyssölä, K., Suominen, V., & Kotipelto, S. (2019). Osaamisrakenne
2035. Raportit ja selvitykset 2019:14 (No. 9789521366536; p. 211). Opetushallitus.

• Nyyssölä, K., & Kumpulainen, T. (2020). Perusopetuksen ja kouluverkon tulevaisuudennäkymiä. Raportit
ja selvitykset 2020:25. Opetushallitus.

• Nyyssölä, K., & Leveälahti, S. (2019). Osaaminen 2035. Osaamisen ennakointifoorumin ensimmäisiä
ennakointituloksia. Raportit ja selvitykset 2019:3 (No. 9789521365799).

• Ruhalahti, S., & Kentta, V. (2017). Ammatillisen koulutuksen digitalisaatio ja työelämäyhteistyö: 
”Opeilta ja ohjaajilta löytyy intoa uusille poluille”. Raportit ja selvitykset 2017:18. 
Opetushallitus.



Future visions





European University Association (EUA)
European University Association. (2021). 
Developing a High Performance Digital 
Education Ecosystem: Institutional Self-
Assessment Instruments. European 
University Association. 
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/di
gi-he%20desk%20research%20report.pdf

https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/digi-he%20desk%20research%20report.pdf


Future visions
and policies



Finland will be the world’s leading user of 
digitalisation in higher education and continuous 
learning based on it. (p. 34)

Finland will be able to capitalise on knowledge 
produced in other parts of the world and global 
megatrends, including the potential created by 
digitalisation and artificial intelligence.

Technological advancement changes skills needs 
and influences the type of knowledge and skills 
the education system should produce. Due to the 
structural change in the world of work, which is 
accelerated by digitalisation, some tasks will 
disappear in the labour market; however, new 
tasks which often have higher skills requirements 
will replace them over the long term.

Education Policy Report 2021



Future visions

Sitra, the Finnish 
Innovation Fund, is an 
independent public 
foundation which operates 
directly under the 
supervision of the Finnish 
Parliament.



Design Museum Helsinki



Note on the authority and power of 
these documents
• An example from a Finnish National Agency for Education report

• 23 international sources on digitalization: 

+ 5 company websites/blogs

+ 1 Market research website

+ 2 Company and analyst websites/blogs (HolonIQ, Microsoft)

+ 3 Newspapers and other publication websites/blogs

+ 6 Intergovernmental organization and actor reports

+ 3 Associations and non-profit organizations

+ 1 Conference paper

+ 1 Academic publisher website

+ 1 journal editorial

+ 0 Peer reviewed research articles



Key discursive 
statements

1. “The future is more uncertain than ever”

2. “Digitalization is disrupting/transforming 
[your field here]” (digitalization as 
challenge)

3. “There is huge potential in digitalization 
to transform [your field here]” 
(digitalization as potential)

4. “[Your field here] is outdated/not yet 
fulfilling its potential”

5. “Digitalization of [your field here] can 
ensure a better future”



Utopian elements in the 
documents

1. There is something wrong with the current 
state of things (also posing a sense of 
‘crisis’)

2. (Technological) solutions or blueprints on 
how the world could be changed “better” 

3. Implicitly defining what is desirable or 
“better”

4. But are they actually “pseudo-utopias”?

“Utopia”:
Thomas More coined the word as 
the title and locus of his 
1516 Utopia in a pun which 
conflates outopos or no place 
and eutopos or a “good place”. 
Consequently utopia is widely 
understood as an imagined 
perfect society or wishfully 
constructed place which does 
not and cannot exist.
(Levitas, Utopia as Method, 2013, p. 3)



“Official Document Utopias”

• These documents build a picture of a 
future which can be ensured with 
digitalization/datafication

• Documents build the future they only 
claim to predict

• Possible futures become a future



An age-old quest for ‘certainty’?
“Man who lives in a world of 
hazards is compelled to seek for 
security. He has sought to attain 
it in two ways. One of them 'began 
with an attempt to propitiate the 
powers which environ him and 
determine his destiny. It 
expressed itself in supplication, 
sacrifice, ceremonial rite and 
magical cult.”

“The other course is to invent 
arts and by their means turn the 
powers of nature to account; man 
constructs a fortress out of the 
very conditions and forces which 
threaten him.”
(Dewey, 1929, p. 15)



Technological 
and science 

utopias



In summary…

Pandora's Box, subtitled A Fable From the Age of Science, is a six part 1992 BBC documentary television 
series written and produced by Adam Curtis.

Pandora's Box, E1: The Engineers' Plot (36:41)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h3gwyHNo7MI



• Funded by the Finnish Ministry of 
Education and Culture

• Digivisio 2030 is a joint project 
whose aim is to create a future 
for learning that benefits higher 
education institutions, learners 
and our society as a whole. 

• All 38 Finnish higher education 
institutions have signed the 
project’s participation agreement, 
and the project office was 
established at the end of 2020. 
(https://digivisio2030.fi/en/basic
-information-on-the-digivisio-
2030-project)

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/frontpage/

Digivisio 2030: Operationalizing a technological utopia?

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/basic-information-on-the-digivisio-2030-project/


4 “promises” of 
Digivisio 2030

1. Learners have access to their own learning 
data and profile as well as the latest 
information on the trends and needs in the 
labour market.

2. Learner’s benefit at the centre of 
development

3. Higher education institutes become open 
communities led with information

4. National learning data reserves are opened 
for use by individuals and society. This 
brings international competitiveness for the 
whole of Finland. Nationally shared and 
refined information about learners, 
competences, learning and study contents 
becomes a unique success factor.

https://digivisio2030.fi/en/frontpage/

Digivisio 2030: Operationalizing a technological utopia?



A national digital service platform



Roadmap for 
digitalization of 
Finnish higher 
education and 
research



Connection to EU 
data markets
“GAIA-X is a major European initiative 
for trusted data sharing. It has 
already strong support from German and 
French governments and close links to 
European Commission. More than 300 
organizations from various countries 
are already involved in GAIA-X. Still, 
the project is open to new European 
interested parties to join us in its 
development.”
https://wiki.eduuni.fi/display/CSCTICTO
R/GAIA-X

CSC – IT Center for Science is a 
Finnish center of expertise in 
information technology owned by the 
Finnish state and higher education 
institutions.
https://www.csc.fi/en/about-us

https://wiki.eduuni.fi/display/CSCTICTOR/GAIA-X
https://www.csc.fi/en/about-us


Critiques of Digitalization



• +20 years of service

• From optimism to the sense 
of bureaucracy

• Outcome has been alienation 
of one’s work and loss of 
the sense of agency instead 
of being eager to develop



“All bureaucracies are to a 
certain degree utopian, in 
the sense that they propose 
an abstract ideal that real 
human beings can never live 
up to.” 

(Graeber 2015, 26-7)

Critiques of digitalization: “It’s really 
about bureaucracy”



Critiques of digitalization: Democracy lost, bias, 
sexism, oppression, racism…



Solutions to these problems can be found by making 
better use of the potential offered by ICT in 
reducing emissions and increasing resource efficiency 
while creating markets for Finnish know-how in the 
design of software, energy-efficient equipment and 
data centres, among other things. (p. 95)

While new climate solutions are an immense 
opportunity for businesses, developing them will 
require strong and systematic digitalisation of 
society, education and research, RDI funding and 
enabling the exports of climate solutions. (p. 96)

Digitalisation also has links to sustainable 
development themes, which influence the future of 
education. Due to the enormous demand for energy 
caused by digitalisation, an international team of 
scientists points out in its recent overview of 
topical themes of the field that, over the last 
decades, not only have digital technologies been 
deployed globally in teaching but obsolete devices 
have also increasingly been disposed of in the name 
of educational innovations. (p. 84-85)

“Digitalization for sustainable development”



Critiques of ’digital’ 
futures: Climate crisis
“It is remarkable that at a moment of 
unparalleled danger for the future of the planet, 
for the very survival of human and animal life, 
that so many people should voluntarily confine 
themselves in the desiccated digital closets 
devised by a handful of sociocidal corporations. 

Pathways to a different world will not be found 
by internet search engines. Rather, what is 
needed is exploration and creative receptivity to 
all the resources and practices developed over 
the long history of human societies for thousands 
of years.” (Crary, 2022, p. 129)



Critiques of ’digital’ 
futures: Climate crisis
The end of oil is the end of the production machine

It doesn’t seem so as the availability of fossil fuels 
and belief in the potential of new technologies and 
alternative forms of energy is ever-present

(Salminen and Vadén, 2015, p. 11)



Critiques of ’digital’ futures:
”beyond the digital”
…instead of asking, what ‘solutions’ (in 
the shape of digital educational 
technologies) can we invent, we want to 
ask what ‘solutions’ (…) can we destroy?

A ‘postdigital’ mindset should be open 
to imaginaries that include both the 
dismantling of current systems, as well 
as entirely non-digital solutions.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s42438-023-00390-z



Let’s take a moment to 
reflect…ourselves



Are we as researchers simply putting more 
petrol into the fire and merely legitimizing 
the grand narrative?



What if we too are making “true” the grand narrative 
but more importantly, erasing outliers, breaks and 
contraditions in it (that could fuel alternative futures)?



Speculative fiction and 
utopian thinking as ways to 
imagine alternative futures

With Method of Empathy-
Based Stories (Eskola 1984; 
Särkelä & Suoranta 2020; 
Wallin, Koro-Ljungberg & 
Eskola 2019) and Future 
Workshops (Jungk & Müllert
1987)



One last thought though…



What if 
digitalization is not?



Thank you

Email: marko.teras@tuni.fi

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6888-969X

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/marko.teras/

Twitter: https://twitter.com/markoteras

CARDE research group: https://carde.group


