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Efforts to strengthen and promote the role of universities in
the UK often ignore the European dimension, to their cost.
by Blo g Admin

Austerity and the impact agenda have led to a rise in campaign groups and think tanks in
support of public universities and the social sciences in both the UK and Europe. Anne
Corbett examines three recent efforts in this direction, finding a worrying level of insularity
in the UK’s organisations. She writes that there is space for a Campaign for European
Universities which could strengthen the impact of the bodies involved in academic research.
It is the London bus story all over again. You don’t see one f or ages, then three come
along. Recent weeks have produced three documents which tell us a great deal about the
attitudes of universities to Europe and why ‘Europe’ in some f orm wants them to be more f ully engaged.
Craig Calhoun, well known f or wide-ranging work on big questions of the social sciences (and, of
course, LSE’s new director), chose at least f ive alluring words f or the title of his inaugural lecture:
Knowledge Matters: the public mission of research universities. T he content on the strategic possibilities
f or a research intensive institution like LSE was alluring too, especially given its commitment to public
policy and high level social sciences. But f or a Europeanist it was surprising that his scenario f or a
leading European university makes no mention of the Europe dimension. Yet the Bologna Process is out
there gradually constructing a European Area of Higher Education, and the EU research strategy and
‘knowledge triangle’ of Europe2020 has big implications f or institutions. T he Calhoun bus however
appears to be heading direct to the stop labelled Global.
T hen there is the recently launched
Council f or the Def ence of British
Universities (CDBU). It has been
mocked in the blogs f or its pride in
claiming its Council includes 16 peers.
And blogging registrars complain the
CDBU treats them as a servant class
and f orgets that the 21st century has
arrived. Despite these critiques, the
CDBU’s strength is that it has been
created essentially by public
intellectuals and not the usual
suspects of organised higher
education, which gives it immediate
political weight. More f undamentally,
the f ounders are right to proclaim that
Cre d it: Euro p e an Unive rs ity Ins titute (Cre ative Co mmo ns BY SA)
there has been a vacuum where there
should be an arena, f or working out
how the essential values of the university can be maintained when the political rhetoric is so geared to
the economic values of ef f iciency and productivity.
However, and once again f rom a European perspective, why should we be so insular? UK Ltd is a limited
destination. And above all there is a vacuum on exactly these issues at the European level. Responses to
the CDBU f rom concerned academics and intellectuals f rom elsewhere in Europe suggest that some will
set up parallel organisations. T hat would have great potential in terms of Europe supporting university
values since there is already a political space in which they could act to modif y policy agendas.

T he Bologna Process has already achieved some breakthroughs in embedding its action lines in
principles due to its university and student leadership stakeholders. But principles and values have to
struggle in a f orum in which there are many dif f erent governmental and technocratic players. Now, there
is a space f or an advocacy Campaign f or European Universities which in turn could strengthen the impact
of the bodies involved in academic research and scholarship such as the University Association f or
Contemporary European Studies (UACES).
T he third document, released on 4 December, was masterminded by one of Europe’s most charismatic
politicians, Jo Ritzen, f ormer Dutch minister of education, recent President of Maastricht University, and
creator of the think tank EmpowerEU (EEU) and, maybe, f uture MEP. T he think tank has just launched an
ambitious study, The State of University Policy for Progress in Europe. T he project has developed
indicators which are claimed to empower European universities to contribute better to the European
economy – in other words policies which provide universities with appropriate resources and regulatory
environments to contribute better to economic innovation. T he political punch of the report is that the
results are starkly presented in terms of systems (e.g. UK generally high scoring along with small
countries, France almost invariably low scoring; and the other large European countries in the middle).
Figure 1 – Campaigns and values

T he EEU report needs f urther study and evaluation. But in terms of university values, the main concern
here is whether the EEU’s ef f orts are at the antipodes of CDBU concerns, as indicated in Figure 1. It is
unequivocally instrumentalising the economic contribution of universities and arguing f or the ref orms of
organisation and f unding which would enable universities to be more ef f ective in contributing to research
and innovation. Yet it shows some understanding of how successf ul universities work in taking a strong
stand against playing national political games with universities.
From a political science perspective I’d say that the dif f erences between these three rather dif f erent
contributions might be less important than the f act that universities are at the centre of their concerns.
T he present crisis, with economies in disarray, of f ers opportunities to make it clear why universities are
important to European lif e.
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