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Andreas J. Obrecht


Metareflections and Metacontexts in Transnational and Transcultural Knowledge Production


Entering a World Without Problems


In November 2025 the team of the Austrian Partnership Programme in Higher Education and Research for Development (APPEAR) hosted the 15th Forum of the Cooperation for Sustainable Development in Higher Education Group (S-DHG). More than 60 representatives of funding institutions spent two days in Vienna to exchange experiences and reflect on their professional work against the backdrop of national and geopolitical changes, as they do every year. As the head of the higher education cooperation program APPEAR at Austria’s Agency for Education and Internationalization (OeAD) the author of this chapter had the honor of delivering the opening remarks. These included the fact that the APPEAR team had already hosted this conference in Vienna nine years ago, nine years in which the world and access to knowledge have changed fundamentally:


It has now been nine years since I expressed some thoughts about knowledge and knowledge production at the last S-DHG meeting that we, the OeAD, had the honor to host. Based on my book (Why want to know? A contribution to the discourse of knowledge from a cultural and knowledge sociological perspective) that had just been published at the time I considered the tricky question: “Does knowledge emerge when knowledge is needed?” This is a rhetorical question from the book, one that really seems important to me. This question can be read as a kind of socio-cultural mirror in which we can see ourselves and the societies we live in from a different angle.


My answer to this very important question nine years ago was first YES, then NO and finally YES and NO. I would like to briefly recapitulate the arguments as to how this came about.


Of course, the simplest answer to this question is YES! Human beings are creative and solution-oriented creatures, and they will always find ways to cope with problems once they have identified them; no matter where and when they are living, they can and they will solve the problems they face …


The less simple answer to this rhetorical question is NO! We have proven to be an enormously destructive species – tremendous successes in knowledge production have led to the exhaustion of our natural resources, to climate change, to new conflicts, and to war-induced crises. There is no evidence that the knowledge already gained – particularly since the beginning of the industrial age – is knowledge that will ensure a long-lasting sustainable life for Homo sapiens on this planet. It often seems to be the contrary.


Finally, nine years ago, I found a more sophisticated answer to the question, “Does knowledge emerge when knowledge is needed?” I proclaimed: “YES and NO!” Or rather: “WE SIMPLY DO NOT KNOW!” As long as we know almost nothing about the interconnectivity, the interlinkages, the dependencies, as long as we do not know the quality of the relationship between the problems that have been identified and the ability to generate knowledge to solve these specific problems, we cannot answer this crucial question. Moreover, as long as we are not able to answer this question we can only say little about our future, about the future of our species. If the ability to identify phenomena as problems depends causally on the ability to solve these problems, we can probably create a bright and sustainable future. By contrast, if the knowledge that is needed to solve a problem has nothing to do with the ability to identify a problem as a problem, we will probably be lagging behind with our problem-solving abilities for many decades, if not centuries.


So, nine years ago, I stated that we cannot say whether problem awareness is causally linked to problem-solving capacity. Today, nine years later, this discussion is dramatically different. Because it is no longer a question of whether we can solve problems that we recognize through our knowledge and skills but whether we even want to perceive problems that we know about. Perceiving reality … We not only live in a world in which deliberate distortion of facts, alternative facts, and even lies have gained political and social weight but in which problems – the empirical evidence of which we are aware – are simply negated, hushed up, and made invisible. If climate change does not exist, we do not need to do anything about it; if there are no significant economic and social inequalities between the sexes, we do not need to worry about gender equality; if a war of aggression is not called a war of aggression, there is no need to establish peace; if poverty in the Global South is not recognized as a problem, we no longer need development cooperation based on values. Agencies like USAID can be closed overnight, and more than 60 billion dollars will not be missed because there is no problem with poverty when we do not talk about poverty as a human crisis or as a scandal that is no longer recognized in the rich world of one-fifth of the world’s population. The negation of problems has a lot to do with language. And the new language of problem negation, which was not spoken nine years ago, leads to a fundamental devaluation of knowledge because knowledge no longer needs to be generated to solve what is no longer recognized as a problem …


This devaluation of knowledge inspired a befriended, well-known artist, Gerlinde Thuma, and me to create the art project “Knowledge Goes Nature.” More than five years ago, 1,800 books representing more than two tons of knowledge were turned into a sculpture in the middle of a beautiful forest.1 It has been shown that knowledge is indeed permanent, perhaps more permanent than we sometimes believe – although the sculpture has changed its structure it will take many years before this knowledge actually disappears. Slowly, very slowly, my words, sentences, and thoughts are transformed page by page within the wisdom of nature.


Today the title of my book had better be: Why not want to know? Perhaps this is because the problems have grown beyond our control and all our technological and civilizational knowledge has failed to help solve them. Are we taking refuge in a world without problems, which makes the generation of knowledge relevant to problem solving obsolete? Have we abolished problems so as not to be crushed by the problems of our human existence? Meanwhile we are waking up again and again in a world without problems, or in one in which problems can no longer be answered with knowledge and therefore no longer appear as problems. Here it is again, this time completely different: Our brave new world!


Ladies and gentlemen, dear colleagues: “Knowledge Goes Nature” and my conclusion is not a capitulation; it is a sign, a symbol for trends and tendencies going on all over the world. The tendency is to forget or negate evidence-based knowledge – for one’s own political, economic, and personal advantage. We have gathered here to practice a different approach. We want to use our experiences, our thoughts, and our evidence-based knowledge to exchange ideas and find solutions to foster Cooperation for Sustainable Development in Higher Education. In this sense I wish you and all of us an inspiring conference.


Diversity and Self-Reflexivity


The Trump administration’s attack on US universities, skepticism toward science and rational explanations of the world, denial of climate change, and attempts to establish authoritarian structures are causally related and reinforce each other. Scientific knowledge results from questioning explanations of reality. Scientific knowledge, evidence-based knowledge about the world, is a consequence of methodical doubt about what we believe we know about the world and its components, and thus also about ourselves. Authoritarian structures define reality as the rulers want it to be and have no interest in being questioned. Authoritarian structures and knowledge production are mutually exclusive in a certain sense; authoritarianism is careful to ensure that not too many questions are asked. If necessary, the authoritarian definition of reality must be enforced by force – in such structures, those who think differently are always first disparaged, then ostracized, finally persecuted, and ultimately silenced. Evidence-based knowledge needs freedom! It needs free spaces for language, free spaces for criticism, doubt, questioning, and discourse! Scientific knowledge always wants to think beyond itself – just as one’s own actions and role as a researcher are critically reflected upon, so too are the spaces of knowledge constantly traversed in a reflexive manner. This is dangerous for those who believe they know what the world consists of and what their role in it is.


We have chosen the title “Metareflections” for this publication to emphasize that a funding program such as APPEAR is part of a tradition of knowledge production that is not done for its own sake but has societal, social, and normative prerequisites and consequences. As expressed in the fourth sustainable development goal, we see education and knowledge as the basis for sustainable development, which should secure the future of our planet and promote peaceful coexistence between people, cultures, and nations. The universalist claim of self-reflexive knowledge production is rooted in genuinely European experiences, which in turn emerged from the examination of philosophy and science from antiquity. In the following, aspects of diversity and self-reflexivity will be briefly presented and then explored in more depth in the context of the tasks of responsible development research.


Europe owes its centuries-long hegemonic dominance also to its culturally creative ability to reinterpret a wide variety of non-European knowledge systems, technologies, philosophies, and epistemologies and to apply them to the “inside” and “outside” based on newly emerging social needs. This culturally creative approach was not only a component of maintaining and expanding power but also a cultural learning and experience process that fundamentally changed the structures of European societies again and again. After the devastation of two catastrophic wars in the 20th century and the division of Europe by the Cold War, Europe has been trying to reinvent itself, especially since the geopolitical turning point in 1989. Russia’s war of aggression in Ukraine and the threatened withdrawal of the US from Europe as a protective power and strongest NATO partner have intensified this search for identity and a new geopolitical role immensely.


In view of these challenges in the fields of education, knowledge generation, and research, Europe’s great strength lies in the multivariable structures on which European societies are based. European societies are multilingual, multiethnic, multireligious, and culturally extremely diverse. A multitude of different knowledge horizons and historically divergent knowledge experiences form the intellectual humus of this alliance of nations. Europe’s greatest weakness in terms of education strategy is that it is not sufficiently aware of this extraordinary potential for knowledge generation. Despite forward-looking programs such as Erasmus+, calls for isolation and isolationism are becoming louder, especially in times of “crisis.” Science, however, cannot be pursued in a “Fortress Europe” – because science needs open borders. Instead of involving people from all over the world in the European experiment of liberal knowledge production, learning from them and benefiting from them – which would be necessary for demographic reasons alone – political rhetoric invokes a European “identity” and “homogeneity” that does not exist, has never existed, and cannot exist.


Europe must neither neglect its strengths nor sacrifice them to a false notion of intra-European “homogeneity.” Besides its practiced diversity, one of Europe’s great strengths is its self-reflexivity, which has been practiced for centuries in its dealing with knowledge. The modern paradigm of empirical science was followed by the social and emancipatory demands of the Enlightenment, which in turn were coupled with considerable skepticism toward the general judgment of what had been “scientifically” proven. Criticism of religion, rebellion against absolutist, feudal, autocratic, and later nationalist tendencies were just as much part of the repertoire of this notorious self-reflexivity as the antiauthoritarian movements of the 1960s and 1970s, the search for alternative ways of life, and the demand that knowledge should not be generated for its own sake but for the benefit of humanity. Europe has always distinguished itself in its own thinking about itself by refuting itself; the search for falsification of currently valid knowledge has always been in the foreground – not the search for confirmation of what was once thought. This notorious self-reflexivity has led to the idea that in European thinking knowledge is something that must be constantly reexamined in a social, ethical, and fundamentally epistemological context.


The New Practice of Knowledge


Europe has continuously cultivated a self-reflective culture of knowledge for centuries. At the same time Europe has used its knowledge, and thus its technological advantage, with extreme brutality to enslave entire peoples and colonially exploit up to 80% of the world’s territory.2 Nevertheless, the European knowledge landscape differs significantly from others. Due to the complexity of the upcoming “global challenges,” it is today more important than ever that holistic and self-reflective methodologies and analyses find their way into the globalized knowledge discourse. Here a new practice of knowledge based on European scientific traditions can make decisive contributions. Moreover, this scientific tradition continues to raise questions about the normative and ethical assessment of scientific activity and the exploitation of scientific results. In view of the destructive potential created over the last 150 years, partly because of scientific discoveries, this is also a question of survival.


The quantitative expansion of knowledge, which sometimes leaves us adrift in an “ocean of knowledge,” will be followed, or must be followed, by a qualitative revolution in knowledge. This qualitative revolution in knowledge, the “new practice of knowledge,” will be based on four foundations. Two of these foundations can be derived from the history of science as well as from the threatening problems that the world faces. The third foundation is a novelty in the history of science and marks the end of Western science as a function of colonial and postcolonial appropriation and exploitation of non-European spaces. And the fourth foundation concerns the digital revolution through artificial intelligence.


• The “new practice of knowledge” will recognize a higher priority in the intertwining of knowledge than in the generation of individual scientific results. Knowledge that is defined as nonscientific for formal and epistemological reasons – aesthetics, art, ethics, spirituality, action orientation, culturally transmitted indigenous knowledge, etc. – will play an important part in the evaluation of the quality of scientific findings. This “holistic approach” analyzes the complexity of multidimensional knowledge spaces and their systemic interconnection.


• The “new practice of knowledge” will be based on a new contract between science and society – at least as far as publicly funded research and scientific work are concerned. The basis of this social contract will no longer be the “autonomy of sciences” but rather the responsibility that scientists assume in society through scientific research. This will lead to maximum transparency, accessibility, and practical application of the results generated.


• The “new practice of knowledge” will no longer have its centers predominantly in the European-Anglo-American world; the centers of many future-oriented sciences will shift to Asia in line with geopolitical and demographic changes. This development will particularly affect the following scientific disciplines: biotechnology, nanotechnology, engineering, genetic engineering, computer science, and, to some extent, energy science.


• The “new practice of knowledge” will benefit from the emerging digital revolution in two ways: Firstly, in the self-confident critical distinction from inadequate and only seemingly reliable knowledge generation, and, secondly, in the use of digitally connected archives and in the generic consolidation and interlinking of knowledge – as is already achieved in some areas by artificial intelligence programs. This does not replace human thinking but puts it to the test – a new field of dialogue has opened that requires special scientific vigilance, creativity, and responsibility.


Tech Hype and Meta-Levels


Hardly a day goes by without us being presented with visions of the future from so-called tech billionaires who would have us believe in a wonderful IT world created by artificial intelligence in which everything is taken care of for us, especially critical thinking and political action. Here, too, intellectual Europe urges us to take a critical distance. Citizens are to become consumers whose collective passivity increases the power, influence, and control of a select few. These techno-dystopias, which are presented as desirable social utopias, are perfectly compatible with the authoritarianism described above. In AI-generated universes of essentially unlimited virtual availability, the question of self-reflective thinking arises only to a limited extent. Contrary to the current tech euphoria – economically there is talk of hype, even a bubble that will burst and render billions of investments obsolete – creative, self-reflective thinking will not only not disappear but will become more important than ever.


The rapidly expanding world of machines is challenging the human world and will place thinking and science on an even broader footing. Only through systemic, high-quality networking of our knowledge will it be possible to adequately explain the world of the future. Contrary to tech dystopias, humans will never give up on explaining the world, and the degree of complexity of our knowledge requires a “holistic” perspective like never before. The call for a “holistic” return to scientific analysis and scientific thinking has been around for about half a century. But never has the probability been so high that this revision of the goals of knowledge in the sciences will happen, at least in part. This is due less to an ethical or philosophical imperative than to the complexity of the knowledge systems generated, which can no longer be comprehended and thus understood from a sub-disciplinary perspective. Just as the “epistemic communities” of the international scientific community have systematically interconnected digitally for around thirty years, the knowledge generated is also increasingly interconnecting at newly created meta-levels.


These meta-levels fulfill two important functions. Firstly, they serve to organize and systematically and sometimes causally interlink knowledge that goes far beyond the conventional encyclopedic; and, secondly, they serve to interpret this knowledge from a holistic perspective. By “holistic” we mean here that modern science needs new orientation systems by which the consequences and causes of a scientific finding can be described in overall social, ecological, economic, and political and historical contexts. This is where formerly nonscientific levels of explanation come into play, because in this holistic perspective science is understood not as an end but as a tool for modeling the world and shaping it according to universally definable human needs. The lowest common denominator, the minimal consensus on which the understanding of a human-adequate world is based, is the creation of socially and ecologically compatible living spaces that are not designed and managed at the expense of future generations.


Due to the relativization and negation of fact-based knowledge as a strategy for enforcing political and economic interests, this minimal consensus seems to be repeatedly called into question today. It now seems to be accepted to deny anything and everything. Anyone who advocates for climate protection, gender equality, human rights, peace, or economic redistribution is quickly denigrated by the extreme right as woke and the radical left. Transnational rule-based values and institutions are losing strength and validity in the public perception – from UN institutions to the International Criminal Court.


Egoism and rivalry, competition and profit maximization, the dismantling of social standards, attacks on free media, and the delegitimization of legal and social institutions can also be observed to a worrying extent in Western democracies. This is very regrettable but as part of political strategies it is also not surprising. In many cases it is no longer about wanting a better world but about achieving a better life for oneself and, in the best case, for one’s own family – also at the expense of others, especially the socially disadvantaged. It is often said that those who still want to work for a better world lack the decisive narrative, the grand narrative, that is, the one that brings the “old values” – including those of development policy – back to the fore. It is strange that this narrative is not recognized in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), as they describe the minimum consensus of the international community on how a humane global future should be organized to enable peaceful long-term coexistence on this planet.


On one hand, the SDGs describe “desirable developments”; on the other hand, these are operationalized in a concrete way to quantitatively record the respective implementation steps and measure their successes or failures. The SDGs are both a meta-level discourse and a practical manual; they are a powerful compendium that outlines how a future on our planet that is adequate for humans can be imagined. Seen in this light, they are also a powerful narrative, even though the realities – from the half-hearted fight against climate change to the new wars, the resurgence of extreme poverty, the loss of biodiversity, etc. – make their implementation seem somewhat utopian.


SDG 4 is of paramount importance for education and knowledge acquisition as it establishes a strong normative aspect. Education not only has functional aspects such as improving opportunities in life, but should also empower people to implement and advance sustainable, i.e., human-centered development. Education should no longer serve social distinction but rather community building; it should enable conscious living in harmony with natural conditions. In this definition, education is no longer value neutral but aims – apart from functional aspects of knowledge – to solve concrete and urgent problems that humanity faces. In this light, higher education is much more than a ticket to better opportunities in life; it is the acquisition of knowledge that should enable and accompany a sustainable future under humane conditions. All programs and projects that the sector of “Science and Research for Development Cooperation” at the OeAD manages follow this understanding of education and knowledge and the objectives of the SDGs.3 They describe, so to speak, the connecting thematic framework of all these activities.


From “Development” to “International Partnership”


The production of knowledge has always been linked to the idea of “development.” But today, in view of the manifold “global challenges” and the “limits to growth” that are discussed in broad discourse, “development” appears in a completely different light from what it did a few decades ago. The term “development” has largely decoupled itself from the paradigms of progress and growth of the industrial age and, over the last two decades, has been discussed in terms of researching and testing human-centered systems, global poverty reduction, sustainable use of resources, energy transition (i.e., the substitution of fossil fuels with renewable energies), global migration, urban growth (megacities), and conflict prevention. Moreover, “development” has become an obligation of OECD countries toward the world’s poorest countries – the “developing countries.”


These terms – as well as the term “development research” – have remained in use to this day, even though we are once again in a veritable paradigm shift. The world has changed, and with it the perception of rich/poor or North/South. China has become the second-largest economic power, and India has not only conquered hunger but is also pursuing an extremely ambitious space program. The BRICS countries are playing a much greater geopolitical role than ever before, and with Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine and the US’s tendency to withdraw from Europe the security situation has changed completely. What “development” means today is decided on a case-by-case basis or negotiated. Moreover, “development” contains a clear subsidy element, which is questioned especially by right-wing politicians and countries. Why should tax money be used to alleviate hardship or carry out eco-projects somewhere else when there is enough need for financing and political promises in their own countries, and capitalism – due to generally declining growth rates – seems to have reached its limits?


All governments in which the extreme right is represented are therefore making massive cuts in development spending – the dismantling of USAID by the Trump administration, mentioned at the beginning, is only the tip of the iceberg. Development cooperation programs are reduced or eliminated altogether, unfortunately also in the areas of education and science. As the European Global Gateway initiative suggests, public-private partnership programs are preferred, as they can be seen as investments by donor countries and therefore also have added economic value. At the Sustainable Development in Higher Education Group conference in Vienna last November, these changes that are worrying for the participants were also central topics of discussion. What is at stake is nothing less than a fundamental reorientation of development policy efforts and perhaps also new content to rethink and redefine what used to be called “development.” The author of these lines’ closing remarks at the S-DHG group event mentioned at the beginning took this circumstance into account with a little humor. First: We should be on the optimistic side. Second: We build on each other. Third: We no longer call the thing development; we call it international partnership.


Wars, Violence, and Destabilization


It is difficult to remain optimistic in times like these. The Global Peace Index published in mid-June 2025 by the London-based think tank Institute for Economies & Peace shows that violent conflicts are waged in 92 countries, more than at any time since World War II.4 Austria ranks fourth on the peace scale out of a total of 163 countries. In 79 countries the situation deteriorated in 2024, more than in any other year since the index was introduced in 2008. A direct consequence of this is that 108 countries have increased their military spending. The APPEAR partner countries are also directly affected by the deterioration in the global security situation and, in some cases, by violent conflicts. As a stable country that ranks fourth among the world’s most peaceful countries, Austria has a special responsibility to view development policy and development research as a peace project and to further develop it.


Only through dialogue and an intersubjectively shared understanding of the world is it possible to achieve mutual understanding and emphatic comprehension of other ways of life – a prerequisite for peaceful coexistence and for a conflict resolution model that strictly rejects violence as a solution to conflicts of interest. Cooperation in higher education sui generis promotes a common, peaceful understanding of the world, as well as problem solving and conflict resolution, especially in places where violence has increased. In an increasingly militarized and war-torn global context, the peace-building function of science that pursues development policy goals must be emphasized. The last two years have been like a geopolitical roller coaster ride and can only be summarized here in brief, also regarding the APPEAR context. They were characterized by unstable geopolitical, geo-economic, and national developments, which had lost none of their drama and danger by the time this book went to press in January 2026.


Violent conflicts always exacerbate poverty. Global achievements in reducing absolute poverty have already been partially undone by the COVID-19 pandemic, and military conflicts have exacerbated this trend so far. Russia’s war of conquest in Ukraine, which has now been going on for more than three years, and the Gaza war, which raged until October 2025 – causing unimaginable suffering for the Palestinian civilian population – are the most visible signs of radicalized governmental violence. According to the latest reports, at least 100,000 Palestinians are believed to have died following the horrific terrorist attack by Hamas in Israel on October 7, 2023. The Middle East is affected by violence, death, and destruction. The APPEAR project with the Islamic University in Gaza had to be discontinued after the second week of war, when the university was destroyed. In Lebanon, which has been politically and economically destabilized for years, the war between Hezbollah and Israel plunged the country into a deep crisis. According to the Lebanese Ministry of Health, around 4,000 people died in October and November 2024 after the outbreak of violent clashes, which also represented a confrontation between Israel and Iran. The ceasefire brokered by the US and France is extremely fragile. According to the UNHCR, 1.3 million people fled their homes.


Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine, which is still ongoing at the editorial deadline of this book despite peace efforts from various sides, has destabilized the geopolitical order, trust in multilateral organizations, rule-based conflict resolution, and the negotiating power of the US. The war in Ukraine is fought on both sides with an extremely high death toll. Due to the often barely marginal territorial gains – often only a few kilometers – commentators have also referred to it as a war of position, just like in World War I. With the Ukrainian offensives failing to achieve success, Western involvement has been increasingly questioned, especially by the Trump administration – a political reaction that has been reinforced by the rise of right-wing movements on both sides of the Atlantic. The war in Ukraine is causing massive uncertainty in the post-Soviet APPEAR countries of Moldova and Armenia, which could play a central strategic part in any further attempt of the Russian Federation to “reconquer” post-Soviet territories. Georgia, meanwhile, has itself made a domestic policy shift toward Russia. The consequences of Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine, such as high inflation, rising energy and food prices, and regional destabilization, can be felt in almost all countries and are hampering scientific cooperation. In this violent geopolitical scenario, APPEAR increasingly sees itself as a peace project – more than ever before, scientific cooperation is of particular importance for sustainable and peaceful development.


The shock of displacement following the seizure of Nagorno-Karabakh has been evident in Armenian society and politics over the past two years. In a lightning operation of the Azerbaijani armed forces, the government of the self-proclaimed Republic of Artsakh in Nagorno-Karabakh was forced to surrender on September 19, 2023. This resulted in the flight and expulsion, denied by Azerbaijan, of more than 100,000 Armenians. Azerbaijan’s recapture of the South Caucasus region of Nagorno-Karabakh has, on one hand, led to a wave of internal refugees that is difficult for the poor country of Armenia to cope with and, on the other hand, fundamentally called into question Russia’s role as Armenia’s “protective power.” Russia has strategically moved closer to Azerbaijan due to the war in Ukraine. The APPEAR Armenia projects are not directly affected by these developments although uncertainty and mistrust toward the aggressive neighbor are shaping the political mood. The situation is causing fear and consternation in the post-Soviet countries. In Georgia there have been mass protests against the pro-Russian government, in Moldova people fear that they would be powerless to resist a possible Russian aggression, and, since the Armenian exodus from Nagorno-Karabakh and Russia’s rapprochement with Azerbaijan, Armenia finds itself relatively unprotected against powerful enemies. The Trump administration’s Putin-friendly negotiation policy will by no means contribute to stabilizing the situation in the Caucasus; on the contrary, the opposite is to be feared.


In the African APPEAR countries, too, there has been an increase in violence, armed conflicts, and political destabilization. In Burkina Faso, which ten years ago was still a democratic, peaceful model country, jihadists have conquered 30 to 50%, depending on the source, of the country’s territory in the north, with the military junta issuing itself a carte blanche for another five years of political leadership in May 2024 despite initial announcements to the contrary. The junta, led by Captain Ibrahim Traoré, came to power with the promise of improving the security situation but has plunged the country deeper into chaos. Moreover, the junta government, together with Mali and Niger, prepared to leave the West African Economic Community (ECOWAS), which happened in January 2025. This decision is seen in all three countries as a breakaway from former colonial structures and economic dependencies on European centers, especially France, and ultimately strengthens Russia’s influence in West Africa.


In Ethiopia, the situation in the Tigray region, where the war is believed to have claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, has calmed down somewhat. In Amhara, however, fighting continues. Nevertheless, Tigray is also far from lasting normalization. Last year Mekelle University had around 40% fewer academic staff and less than half of its students compared to before the outbreak of hostilities. At the APPEAR selection meeting in November 2024, an agroforestry project at that tertiary education institution was selected to support lecturers and students specifically in this traumatic situation. In Ethiopia, direct violent confrontations have become less frequent, but Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed is having a luxury palace built for himself while ever-larger sections of the population are dependent on direct food aid, which is detrimental to political stability in the country. In Mozambique, the controversial elections in October 2024, the results of which were confirmed by the Constitutional Council, led to mass protests, looting, and prisoner releases, resulting in numerous deaths. In Uganda, the situation was comparatively calm.


In any case, the geopolitical situation and regional conflicts have not eased in the last two years, which has also led to some delays in project activities. Science is a transnational endeavor. Programs such as APPEAR – this will also need to be emphasized more strongly in terms of cooperation with current and future project partners – promote cosmopolitanism, collaboration in teaching and research, and respectful cooperation. This already begins with the “small things.” Thinking, experimenting, observing, and recognizing together, sharing what has been learned and putting it into practice are done so that people’s living conditions improve. In this respect, development research and “research cooperation on an equal footing” are always also peace projects that promote cultural and sociopolitical understanding and focus on appreciative cooperation rather than competition and self-interest. Development research as a peace project is incompatible with ethnocentrism, nationalism, and neo-imperial politics.


The End of Pax Americana as the Beginning of a New European Self-Confidence?


Ethnocentrism, nationalism, and neo-imperial politics have experienced a global renaissance since the election of US President Donald Trump on November 5, 2024. It seems that the US president’s erratic policy benefits diverse forms of governmental egoism in many parts of the world, from rearmament and Europeans’ fear of losing US protection to the disavowal of global climate policy and the undermining of multilateral organizations such as the United Nations and the International Criminal Court. One of Trump’s key campaign promises was to end the war in Ukraine within a day. Early fears that he might represent the Russian president’s interests rather than those of the attacked country have since proven true in many cases. Other geopolitical and economic announcements and strategies, e.g. in trade and customs policy or the partial departure from the transatlantic alliance, continue to cause global irritation.


Since the beginning of the Trump II administration, the APPEAR team has been following the geopolitical situation with growing concern and has also maintained a close exchange of information with project partners in the respective crisis areas. In July 2025, the American aid organization USAID was dissolved. Although a drastic reduction in development cooperation funds had been expected, the radical nature of this measure shocked many organizations and people worldwide: an annual budget of around US$60 billion, primarily for health and nutrition in poor countries, was cancelled without replacement. The radical transformation of US foreign, trade, and development policy is also changing the architecture of global development cooperation. It seems that development cooperation is no longer seen by the US administration as a foreign policy instrument, as “soft power.” The radical dissolution of USAID, the world’s largest donor organization, has not only caused a wave of outrage but also meant massive cuts in aid to many countries. Countries where APPEAR is active are also affected, such as Ethiopia and Armenia.


To contextualize this decision, we must briefly address a fundamental geopolitical change. The new US isolationism is becoming all the more apparent in its response to Russian aggression, the US tends to withdraw from Europe and from global political responsibility, and Pax Americana is counteracted by territorial ambitions – Greenland, Canada, Panama Canal – and the US’s hegemonic position, since the end of the Cold War is increasingly replaced by the imperial claim to establish a robust empire (and, in the best case, expand it). The unipolar world order will be replaced by a multipolar one – the US will face the blocs of China, Russia, India, and possibly Europe. US isolationism does not shy away from questioning the transatlantic alliance. This is a clear sign of an abandonment of global responsibility. Thus, the “West” – also as the protective power of “liberal democracies” – is not in a good position, and international organizations are also experiencing further institutional and practical weakening against this backdrop.


New and extreme right-wing policies see development cooperation as an enemy. After all, they want to score with the popular slogan, “Our money for our people.” Not only in the US but also in other right-wing populist governments, including the previous government in the Netherlands, budgets have been dramatically reduced. On a positive note, the three-party coalition government in Austria has adopted a long-delayed, now slightly modified three-year program for Austrian development cooperation, which also emphasizes the important role of science and research for development cooperation. Due to the bleak budget situation in the Republic, there will also be cuts in the Republic’s bilateral and multilateral official development assistance, rumored to be between 25% and 30%, which roughly corresponds to the increase in the last few years.


In the context of geopolitical changes and conflicts, national and European development cooperation with countries of the Global South will in any case gain importance as “soft power.” Here, too, Europe must begin to position itself more clearly and score by taking a stand against other power blocks. In the last few months before this book went to press in January 2026, European countries – with a few exceptions – began to move closer together regarding Ukraine diplomacy and to speak with one voice while remaining careful not to completely lose the already fragile support of the US. The only chance for Europe to deal constructively with US isolationism and Russian aggression would be to achieve strategic autonomy, allowing Europe to go its own way in the game of powers. To this end, EU reforms such as the abolition of the principle of unanimity are just as urgently needed as increased investment in European self-defense, but also a committed and self-confident European foreign and security policy based on humanitarian aid and effective development cooperation. Europe must find new geopolitical self-confidence if it does not want to be left behind when it comes to shaping the global future. Against this backdrop, the stabilizing and peacekeeping function of cooperative partnership projects with scientific institutions in the priority countries of Austrian development cooperation and European development cooperation strategies cannot be emphasized enough.


APPEAR from a Different Angle


APPEAR started in the year 2009. A whole series of interesting, unconventional, and inspiring research collaborations have been carried out in the past 17 years of APPEAR, hundreds of people have been and still are involved in the project activities, and many thousands of people have benefited and will benefit from the research collaborations and their results. The contributions in this book are all based on APPEAR projects that have already been completed or are still ongoing, or on the experiences of APPEAR scholarship holders. However, these contributions do not describe the projects in a conventional way but rather present contexts and reflections that arise from the multilayered project work.


Information about the projects themselves is spread by the APPEAR team as part of broad-based day-to-day public relations work. In addition to the presentation of project activities on the websites, the media, our public events, and our own radio platform,5 two project documentations have been published in the form of books: APPEAR I: Participative Knowledge Production through Transnational and Transcultural Academic Cooperation, and APPEAR II: New Pathways towards Participative Knowledge Production through Transnational and Transcultural Academic Cooperation.6


Apart from these project documentations, this book aims to reflect on APPEAR from a different perspective. The book describes and reflects in a free and formally diverse manner on collaborations and social contexts in the field of development research – be it through theoretical, biographical, research-technical, or philosophical considerations, or through personal encounters, impressions, feelings, reservations, etc., APPEAR has amassed a rich treasure trove of academic work, results, and personal experiences, and this publication aims to reflect on this treasure trove in a way that is not usually found in project documentation. Particularly in research concerning human coexistence, it is important to read between the lines emphatically and to engage in self-reflection on one’s own role and intentions. This publication wants to give a voice to encounters, reflections, criticism, and everyday perception in research practice. The book does not contain academic papers or project descriptions but lasting impressions and narratives about APPEAR and the people who have brought the program and projects to life in many countries and regions.


Violet Kisakye and Deous Mary Ekyaligonza from the Mountains of the Moon University in Uganda start the contributions by APPEAR university cooperation program participants with an important question: “Could Solutions Lie within and without?” At the beginning of their article, the authors state that in the context of knowledge exchange and mutual learning we tend to look outward rather than inward. This is because there is a false belief that solutions can only lie elsewhere rather than within us. The advancement of globalization at the expense of localized solutions, especially in higher education, could be partly to blame. Indeed, the benefits of globalization in higher education are well documented, including increased exposure of students to different contexts and cultural experiences and easy access to technologies and innovations. This increases students’ competitiveness in global markets. Critics of the globalization of higher education point out several challenges, including the erosion of local academic and cultural identity and the risk of sidelining indigenous knowledge in favor of “modern” Western education models. For agricultural education, the challenges may be more pronounced given the context specificity that may require localized solutions. The paper explores the delicate balance between globalization of higher education, specifically in agricultural education, and the advancement of localized solutions. The conclusions are based on the authors’ experience in implementing an APPEAR project in Uganda, which showcased a balanced blend of both globalization and localization of agricultural education through joint curriculum development, teaching, learning, and agricultural research.


For Tigran Keryan, a former scholarship holder, the APPEAR programme was not just an academic opportunity: it was a catalyst that reshaped who he is and how he sees his role in the world. It gave him the courage to step beyond disciplinary borders, the skills to connect science with society, and the confidence to make his voice heard in spaces where change happens. His deeply moving and personal article “From Vision to Action: My Transformative Journey with APPEAR” allows readers to share in the insights that accompanied him during this transformation and are now an integral part of his personality. Through rich exchanges, collaborative projects, and immersive cultural experiences, he discovered the power of research as a bridge between knowledge and action. Today, looking back, he sees how his initial dreams and visions have evolved. He stands not only as a researcher and teacher, but also as a learner, listener, friend, colleague, and a changemaker. In his chapter, he reflects on his path from the very beginning to where he is today, exploring the challenges he faced, how he overcame them, the ones that remain, and his visions for the future.


The contribution “Retracing Lines of Difference in Understanding Disability Research: Critical Reflections on Challenges and Opportunities in North–South Research Collaborations,” retraces recurring questions of anticipated common or diverging understandings of disability and disability research in a so-called North–South academic collaboration between universities in Austria and Ethiopia. Simon Reisenbauer, Margarita Bilgeri, Michelle Proyer, Elvira Seitinger, and Yirgashewa Bekele jointly analyze their common experiences of working together. They develop different models for making sense of what kind of common understanding of doing research on disability can, and must, be achieved. These are referred to as “spheres” to hint towards possible overlays. Two of these, Disability Models & Approaches and Epistemology & Knowledge, will be introduced and discussed against the background of the broader discourse on thought patterns in the context of joint international collaborative research efforts.


The article, “Renewable Energies as a Key Point for Improving Quality of Life,” by Christof Sumereder contributes experiences from the field of teaching and project activities and reports on mutual, respectful interaction. Energy in a wide variety of forms is needed by everyone every day. Unfortunately, energy is not available to everyone in sufficient quantity or quality, or at an affordable price. It is therefore not without reason that access to energy is anchored as an SDG. The University of Applied Sciences Joanneum is open to incoming students from affected regions all over the world and offers various fields of study for training and is also available as an ambitious project partner.


Hafte Tesfay, a researcher originally from Ethiopia and since many years affiliated with the University of Life Sciences in Vienna, raises a crucial question in his contribution: “Can Research Collaborations Help Mitigate the Brain Drain of Professionals and Catalyze/Stimulate Peace? Examples from Africa.” This article specifically explores how North–South and North–South–South research collaborations and partnerships help mitigate the brain drain of professionals and catalyze peace. Moreover, it highlights how these forms of cooperation transform brain drain into brain circulation, fostering capacity building, institutional strengthening, and sustainable knowledge exchange. Collaborative research initiatives and programs can create platforms for knowledge sharing, professional development, and joint innovation, allowing professionals to remain engaged with their home institutions while benefiting from international exposure. Such partnerships not only strengthen local research capacity but also promote cross-cultural understanding and cooperation, which are key ingredients for peacebuilding. These collaborations promote peace and stability by creating cross-border academic communities that transcend political and ethnic divisions, encouraging dialogue, trust, and a shared sense of purpose. The article concludes that well-structured and equitable research collaborations are not only critical tools for retaining and attracting African talent but also serve as catalysts for peacebuilding and sustainable development across the continent.


Claudia Dolezal, Helsio Azevedo, Daniel Zacarias, and Sonia Cossa contribute the chapter “Building Capacity for Sustainable Rural Tourism in Mozambique through a North-South Collaboration: Lessons from the CAST Mozambique Project.” This chapter constitutes a reflective account of the experiences gained while working on the project of those who founded it and those who joined along the way. The CAST Mozambique project is aimed at building capacity in Mozambique’s higher education regarding sustainable tourism practices, creating the first master’s degree in sustainable tourism in the country, and involving rural communities more strongly in the curriculum. It set out as a collaborative effort between two universities in very different geographical and cultural contexts: Mozambique and Austria. Through some honest and reflective insights into everyday life of working on an international project, the chapter sheds light on moments of team and personal success as well as challenges in navigating this North–South collaboration. While sharing an overall optimistic and motivating tone on the relevance and importance of development projects and the benefits they bring, it also critically reflects on drawbacks and shortcomings, ultimately shedding light on some important lessons learned and pathways of growth that project members experienced.


Ruth Kutalek, Esther Mukooza, Aloysious Nnyombi, Constantine Loum, and David Kaawa-Mafigiri reflect in their essay, “Challenges Revisited: Reflecting on Needs-Based Education and Research Programs,” on an APPEAR project that established a master of arts program in medical anthropology and international health at Gulu University in Uganda. The aim of this project was to create a new generation of scholars and practitioners who are deeply rooted in their communities and able to carry out meaningful, participatory work. The article reflects on the project and considers how it led to larger initiatives aimed at strengthening research capacities and cooperation in the social sciences of medicine in Uganda. These initiatives were put into practice through graduate and postgraduate education as well as EU-funded scientific projects. The impact of this cooperation on the development of the scientific field and on the communities in which medical anthropologists have worked is also discussed.


The paper, “The Best of Many Worlds? Blended Learning in Transnational Settings,” by Josef Strobl and Ainura Nazarkulova explores the evolving landscape of blended learning. Empirical data, primarily from educators and to a lesser extent students, has been gathered through an ongoing survey to assess perceptions and experiences. Blended learning, which integrates face-to-face instruction with online components, offers a flexible and personalized educational environment. It bridges synchronous and asynchronous modalities, combining real-time interaction with self-paced study, and spans physical and virtual spaces to enhance accessibility and engagement. The paper also reflects on the implementation of blended learning in international collaborations, particularly with partners in Armenia and Kyrgyzstan. These cross-cultural engagements reveal critical strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.


The contribution “Growing Stories and Relationships: The AMUTI Journey” initiated by Milena Klimek, Stefanie Lemke, Clement A. Okia, and Lorenz Probst and written by “The AMUTI Writing Collective” uses a process-relational perspective. The authors cultivate a “tree of stories” that follows the progression of the AMUTI project and depicts the richness of the relationships created along the way. From the initial spark, through the layered integration of students and community members, the personal narratives illustrate the deep roots that are necessary for sustainable educational and institutional impacts. They describe the shared relationship between the institutions as well as inclusive connections with students and refugee and host communities. Highlighting aspects of trans-disciplinarity, co-creation, transformative gender perspectives, and qualitative methods, the story of AMUTI is told, shedding light on the importance of personal relations. It also raises questions such as should donors consider different scales for project success? Are personal relations a key factor in driving lasting change? And can relationships create a foundation for larger change? By focusing on the strengths of relational processes, this chapter urges readers to rethink the role of human relations in fostering sustainable development and institutional growth.
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