
 

BRAMS Journal No. 7                                      ISSN 2667-9299 (print) 
2022 Volume 3, Issue 3/4                                  ISSN 2960-9348 (online) 

10 

Jeremy J. Ramsden 
Hon. Professor of Nanotechnology, 

University of Buckingham (UK) 
 
 

THE SUSTAINABILITY OF “POSTMODERN” 
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH 

 
KEYWORDS: University Mission, Contract Research, Research Councils 
 
 

1. Introduction 
 

A succinct definition of the mission of a university has been given 
by Spier (1998) as to inspire curiosity, instil criticality and 
inculcate capability (in the students). On the other hand, the 
industry’s mission is to survive, which it typically achieves 
through the generation of profit and the loyalty of its employees. 
The different missions imply different characteristics: the 
University is open, whereas industry is secret and closed;1 the 
University is individualistic, whereas industry is based on 
teamwork and hierarchy; and the University is nonmonetary, 
whereas industry is monetary (Spier, 1998). Yet the two are 
intimately related since many of the University’s alumni will 
work in industry or commerce after graduation.2 

The relative importance of students to a university can vary 
widely. Some universities fill lecture theatres with large numbers 
of undergraduates, who might have very little contact with the 
professors during their years of study. Others are focused on 
research and the numbers of students, who are all graduates and 
themselves engaged, to a greater or lesser degree, in research, are 
comparable to the numbers of staff (including research assistants 
and junior academic grades as well as the professors). 

Spier’s definition of the mission of a university does not 
include the generation of knowledge. The greater the ratio of 
research staff to undergraduates, the more important knowledge 
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generation is in the mission of a given university. There are two 
broad models for the relationship between knowledge and wealth 
(Pethica et al., 2008). The “Baconian” (after Francis Bacon, who 
was led to the idea by reflecting on the way the Spaniards had 
apparently achieved technical superiority over the English around 
the time of the Spanish Armada in 1588) model argues that 
research (knowledge generation, including gathering facts but also 
the equally important work of creating new laws, usually as a 
generalization of specific facts) leads to technology, which in turn 
leads to wealth, both through spawning profitable industries and 
through ensuring military superiority. In Bacon’s vision, the two 
purposes of science are “for the relief of man’s estate” and for 
intellectual enlightenment. Insofar as mankind has both material 
and spiritual needs, both are important.  Nowadays, Bacon’s 
model is often used by governments to justify public expenditure 
on science – they expect that it will increase gross domestic 
product. In the “alternative” model (Ramsden, 2018), wealth 
comes first and leads to leisure, a fraction of which is devoted to 
science. Since scientific discoveries usually end up being 
exploited in one way or another, hence leading to wealth 
generation, the process becomes cyclic and the difference between 
the two models vanishes, although the “alternative” model cannot 
be used to justify public expenditure on science – sapient private 
entrepreneurs will spot opportunities for developing scientific 
discoveries. 

The more fundamental the research, the more far-reaching 
the ultimate consequences. As Bernal (1939) has pointed out, 
however, the more “upstream” the research, the more general the 
benefit, the corollary of which is, the more difficult it is to get 
anyone to pay for doing it. People have always been able to make 
a personal decision to set aside some of their leisure for scientific 
investigation. In some fields, such as astronomy, the role of the 
amateur is still important. Otherwise, there are two choices. The 
research can be paid for by students receiving tuition, either from 
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individual researchers using some of their time to coach students 
– even Socrates might have followed this model, although as far 
as we know he had what are nowadays called independent means 
and students did not need to pay to attend his conversazioni – or 
within the framework of an institutional arrangement whereby 
tuition is available and research laboratories exist. Alternatively, 
people of great wealth can endow “seats of learning” as a good 
thing (i.e., an enhancer of civilisation). Many colleges of the 
ancient universities of Oxford and Cambridge received vast 
endowments of land from various kings, queens and others to 
support their fellows. Naturally enough, fellows working at the 
forefront of knowledge attracted students around them, who 
would essentially assist in the research (e.g., by acting as 
amanuenses); arrangements might be made to instruct them more 
formally in areas where their knowledge was deficient. 

Land, however, is finite and the population ever-increasing. 
Although this might increase the value of a given piece of land, it 
limits the possibilities for endowing more recent foundations.3 As 
a result, universities have had to become dependent on other 
means of finance, and student fees are nowadays very important, 
whether they are paid directly by the students or on their behalf by 
governments convinced that encouraging the higher education of 
their citizens is a good thing.4 Subsidies may also be paid as a 
block grant, independent of the number of students. This seems to 
be favoured by governments because it allows them to exercise 
control over the universities.5 For research-intensive universities, 
with small numbers of students, this route is inadequate–bearing 
in mind that there is a practical upper limit to the fees that can be 
charged. The idea has therefore arisen that universities could 
generate income directly from their research by selling it. 

The idea of “selling research” is not, of course, new. To 
some extent, it depends on the meaning of the research (Ramsden, 
2011). If the emphasis is on the “re”, facts are simply gathered 
and compiled into reports. Much business research (e.g., market 
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research) is of this kind. There would usually be no attempt to 
create new knowledge through an inductive process. At best, 
certain generalisations might be deduced from the gathered facts. 
This kind of research can usually be fairly accurately planned and, 
hence, it is easy to draw up a contract to supply such results. 

One characteristic of this kind of research is that the results, 
since they lack generality, are only of interest to a limited group 
of people or organisations. The most valuable market research is 
commissioned by a company and specifically investigates that 
company’s products, either existing or projected. Research 
involving testing a specific product, or optimising a product, is of 
a similar nature. In the past, much work of this kind, essential for 
any industry wishing to remain ahead of its competitors, was 
conducted in-house in laboratories specially constructed for that 
purpose. Larger companies had their own research and 
engineering centres. Smaller companies, unable to afford such 
expensive facilities, subscribed to research organisations such as 
the Paper Industries Research Association (PIRA). Some of these 
organisations even became international, such as the Tin Research 
and Development Council.6 

During the past few decades, however, it has been a notable 
trend for these in-house facilities to be run down. The most 
striking example is the rather well-known fate of Bell 
Laboratories in the USA. Nowadays, it is hard to imagine that half 
a century ago, United Steel employed about 70 people (under the 
direction of Stafford Beer) researching into cybernetics. Perhaps 
only the pharmaceutical industry (in the UK) maintains large in-
house research facilities nowadays – and even those seem to be 
under threat, as evinced by the closure of the splendid Sandwich 
laboratories of Pfizer (which is, however, not headquartered in the 
UK).7 The government has encouraged companies to outsource 
their research to universities (Lambert, 2003). The traditional 
university is not, however, well-suited to carry out industrial 
research. Most importantly, industrial research necessarily lacks 
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universality. Its results are relevant to a very specific client, hence 
a university wishing to undertake such research must become 
closed and secretive, contrary to the essential ethos of the 
University. This development is not new. Commenting on the 
situation in Germany around the beginning of the First World 
War, Frederick Scott Oliver (1915) perceptively noted that “the 
close alliance between learning and the bureaucracy does not 
seem to be altogether satisfactory. For thought loses its fine edge 
when it is set to cut millstones of state. It loses its fine temper in 
the red heat of political controversy. By turning utilitarian, it 
ceases to be universal; and what is perhaps even worse, it ceases 
to be free. It tends more and more become the mere inventor of 
things which will sell at a profit; less and less the discoverer of 
high principles which the gods have hidden out of sight.” 

 
 
2. Some terminology 
 

There has been a good deal of debate and discussion about the 
changing role of universities in recent years. Different authors 
have invented different terminologies. Gibbons et al. (1994) refer 
to “Mode 1” (traditional academic) and “Mode 2” (sponsored) 
research; Ziman (e.g., 2003) refers to non-instrumental (or pre-
instrumental) and instrumental research. The concept of the 
“triple helix” has been elaborated to denote the intertwining of 
government, universities and industry (Etzkowitz and 
Leydesdorff, 2000).8 Although the term is new, the idea is not – 
this is exactly what Oliver was referring to in the quotation at the 
end of Section 1. Then there is also the notion of the postmodern 
University. This is somewhat difficult to define, as hinted at by 
Readings (1996) – mainly through “excellence in excellence” 
(Webster, 2013). The more strident the assertions of excellence, 
the less likely they are to correspond to reality. At many 
universities, every PhD vacancy seems to be labelled “a fantastic 
opportunity”. Doing a PhD is a wonderful privilege, but the 
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candidate who does not already have the ineradicable desire to 
embark upon it but is merely seduced by the “fantastic 
opportunity” is unlikely to enter into the spirit of the 
apprenticeship for research, which is essentially what the PhD is. 
Rather, this sort of appellation seems to correspond to what far 
too many PhD studentships have become – providing merely 
technical services as part of a closely prescribed programme of 
contract research. I am inclined to think the postmodern 
University is synonymous with the university engaged in Mode 2 
or instrumental research for, as I shall show below, this type of 
activity implies the loss of traditional university values. 

 
 
3. The dangers of contract research 
 

A university accepting a contract to carry out a certain piece of 
research is potentially exposing itself to dangers. The first 
question to answer is why clients want the research to be 
undertaken. The straightforward answer is that they want to find 
out something that they know they don’t know.9 For example, 
they may wish to know how a particular steel can be made 
tougher. A series of empirical experiments, guided by general 
metallurgical knowledge as well as existing facts, may well 
suffice to provide the answer. The prevalence of such work in 
industrial research laboratories presumably accounted for Bernal’s 
(1939) observation of “the peculiarly unimaginative nature of 
industrial research”. In contrast, the traditional university was 
more interested in true exploration – the unknown unknowns. 
Since, however, the industrial research laboratories have mostly 
been closed down, it is left to the universities to take on such 
work. It is rather tragic that the PhD, conceived as an 
apprenticeship in navigating the terrain of the unknown 
unknowns, all too often has become a well-mapped journey 
through the known unknowns. Nevertheless, if the university is 
strapped for cash, it may have no other option than to accept such 
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work. 
Far more pernicious is a situation when the client already 

has a firm view of the result from the research. This typically 
arises when an industrial company has invented a new chemical 
that has excellent properties as a pesticide or a medicinal drug, for 
example. Legislation in many countries demands that a chemical 
be demonstrated to be safe before it is allowed to be sold. There is 
a certain attraction in contracting a university to investigate such a 
thing because universities are supposedly independent and 
objective. Thus, its result should carry more weight than if the 
same study had been undertaken by the manufacturer. 
Unfortunately, venality is likely to intervene to distort the 
outcome of the university research. As Upton Sinclair remarked in 
1936, “It is difficult to get a man to understand something when 
his salary depends upon his not understanding it.”  This is the trap 
into which the professional world is always likely to fall. As 
Denman (1993) has put it, “Truth, as one saw it [in academic life], 
was outspoken and expectant of contradiction, confrontation, 
rebuttal, denunciation and criticism. Words were not trimmed nor 
ideas double-thought. The straight flung speech was never 
considered impolite. The professional world, on the contrary, 
appeared to confuse politeness with deference. The shopkeepers’ 
code, the customer is always right, was the aphorism to work by. 
Should the client wish to think that black is white, don’t 
disillusion him – you might lose a fee! What the French call 
prévenence held precedence over a hammered-out truth.” 

The distortion might even take the form of suppressing that 
part of clinical trial data that showed unacceptable side effects of 
a drug (Healy, 2003). Other egregious practices are mentioned by 
Brown (2002) and Goldacre (2012). A more pernicious example 
is given by the recently published “Aircraft cabin air sampling 
study” (Crump et al., 2011). 
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3.1 A case study – aircraft cabin air 
 

Modern jet aircraft flying at high altitudes need to pressurise their 
cabins. Up to the early 1960s, this was done using a dedicated 
compressor. Since then, the air has been bled off from the forward 
parts of the jet engines. Although this is an elegant and economic 
engineering solution, it creates the danger of introducing 
neurotoxic organophosphates, practically unavoidably present in 
the jet engine oil, into the cabin.10 Since governmental regulatory 
agencies have the responsibility for ensuring safe flying 
conditions, it was natural for the UK Department for Transport to 
commission research to actually measure the composition of 
aircraft cabin air. It might seem surprising that the department 
does not itself have the scientific expertise to undertake such a 
study, but apparently, it does not.  Cranfield University was 
commissioned to carry it out and the final report was published on 
the World Wide Web (Crump et al., 2011). The last paragraph of 
the final section (“Conclusion”) of the report is “With respect to 
the conditions of flight that were experienced during this study, 
there was no evidence for target pollutants occurring in the cabin 
air at levels exceeding available health and safety standards and 
guidelines.” 

At the very least, this statement can be construed as being 
misleading. There are, actually, no relevant “health and safety 
standards and guidelines” available at present. Furthermore, the 
results themselves are none too sound – even generic knowledge 
of statistics reveals that. Nevertheless, on the day the report was 
published (10 May 2011) by the Department for Transport, the 
Minister of State (Mrs T. Villiers) gave a written statement that 
“The main conclusion of Cranfield’s research was that there was 
no evidence of pollutants occurring in cabin air at levels 
exceeding available health and safety standards”. Notice the 
subtle distortions in the statement. Crump et al. did not actually 
state that this was the main conclusion (although its position at the 
very end of the main body of their report might well imply this), 
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and they referred to “guidelines”, whereas Mrs Villiers referred 
only to “standards”, which are even less palpable for the key 
pollutants than the guidelines. 

It is quite clear from the history of this topic (and parallel 
developments in Germany) that the government has strongly 
resolved to deny that there might be a health (long-term effects of 
chronic exposure) and even a safety (pilot incapacitation) 
problem. While it is possible to demonstrate the enormous costs 
(direct medical costs and loss of gross domestic product) arising 
from the deleterious effects on the health of, especially, frequent 
flyers, presumably the costs associated with admitting the 
problem are many orders of magnitude greater. They would 
probably be mainly incurred through liability actions taken by 
aircrew and passengers against airlines and aircraft manufacturers. 
Given the very high current level of taxation of passenger flights, 
governments would also face an enormous loss of revenue if the 
industry collapsed. While creative solutions to avoid this scenario 
can doubtless be found, governments have resolved to adopt the 
strategy of the tortoise to deflect any criticism of the present 
arrangements. It is a curiosum that the official regulatory body of 
the air traffic industry, the Civil Aviation Authority (CAA), is 
actually owned by the industry; hence, the “double helix” of 
industry and government is especially tightly intertwined in this 
case, and it is highly regrettable that a university was recruited to 
complete the triple helix – a perfect illustration of Etzkowitz and 
Leydesdorff’s thesis. 

Given this background, it is possible to infer that the 
government wished to produce “independent” evidence of no 
danger. Since universities have a traditional reputation for 
independence and the ability to deliver objective research results, 
a university was commissioned accordingly. There seem to be two 
ways of interpreting the final report. One is that the authors, 
perhaps through sheer incompetence, simply botched the job. One 
is naturally reluctant to accept such an interpretation; the authors 
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are established academic scientists. The other is that they were, in 
some subtle and doubtless practically untraceable fashion, 
instructed – perhaps by their head of department in a quiet 
conversation – to produce a result predesired by the client. It is, of 
course, a far worse offence to have gone along with this 
perversion than to have acted incompetently. 

This case is perhaps unusual because of the determination of 
some of the individuals, especially pilots, whose health has been 
affected, to get to the bottom of the matter. It would appear that 
there are other examples (e.g., connected with genetic 
modification of comestible crops and the use of pesticides in 
agriculture) where, in a similar fashion, a university was 
commissioned to carry out a study to produce a predetermined 
result,11 but the constituency suffering detriment in consequence 
is not as determined and articulate as the pilots and flight 
attendants. 

The aircraft cabin air study is particularly egregious because 
the erroneous conclusion was actually given in the report 
produced by the University. If the authors had merely presented 
the data and left it for the Minister to make the (indefensible) 
statement that “the levels of pollutants found did not exceed 
available health and safety standards,” the university’s record 
would have remained unblemished.12 The ramifications of 
universities accepting such research contracts with dubious 
motives go well beyond the work associated with the specific 
contract. Although such work is generally conducted fairly 
discreetly, it is usually not formally confidential and secret, and 
colleagues (working in related or other areas) of the researchers 
actually involved may well come to hear about it. If so, it is their 
duty to call attention to the dereliction of academic standards and 
encourage a proper debate on the matter. On the other hand, the 
administrators of the University, eager to receive the income 
associated with any research contract, feel, doubtless equally 
strongly, that it is their duty to suppress such debate, for by 
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displeasing the client who commissioned the specific contract it 
may well lead to no future work from that client, nor perhaps 
from its industrial allies, being commissioned. Indeed, once a 
university acquires a reputation for unflinching honesty in 
undertaking and reporting research work, some industries may 
baulk at commissioning research from that university since, after 
all, the outcome of real research is unknown and unpredictable. 

 
3.2 The research councils 
 

By “research council” I include all those governmental agencies 
that disburse public monies to scientists for undertaking research. 
In some countries, they are known as national science 
foundations. The oldest, that in the USA, was created in 1950, 
hence the concept is a relatively recent invention. Switzerland 
followed suit in 1952; the UK Science Research Council was 
formed in 1965, and the French Agence Nationale de la 
Recherche was founded as recently as 2007. The European Union 
has a comparable programme of research and technical 
development. 

The modus operandi of these organisations is to accept 
more or less specific “proposals” for carrying out research, which 
are then assessed by a committee, possibly assisted by external 
referees, who would typically be active scientists working in the 
same field as that of the proposed research, in order to reach a 
decision on whether to disburse the requested funds. Formerly 
(that is, when the system first started), there was a distinction 
between a “grant” and a “contract”. The former was, as the name 
implied, a grant of money to a scientist to work in a certain area, 
which might be as vaguely defined as “theoretical physics” for 
example. The latter was money given to undertake a closely 
defined piece of work with specified outcomes. Since the research 
councils, again at least initially, only dealt with “basic” research 
without immediate applications, the specified outcomes might be 
genuinely undetermined, but at least the questions being 
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addressed were closely defined. 
Over time, the distinction between the two has become 

blurred. Already in the 1980s in Switzerland, for example, a 
scientist with a long and distinguished track record in a certain 
special field, feeling that he had exhausted his interest and 
creativity after a decade spent researching it, might then seek to 
change to a new field, albeit within the same discipline. His 
application for a new grant would typically be refused on the 
grounds that “he has no track record [in the new field]”. Since 
then, most so-called “grants” are actually research contracts: the 
research proposed must be carefully specified in advance. The 
European Union has developed this prespecification to a high 
degree: proposals must include formal “milestones” and 
“deliverables” and every year the performance of the grant 
recipients will be checked against the previously declared 
milestones and deliverables. Presumably, failure to reach them 
and deliver could result in the cancellation of the remaining term 
of a grant, although this seems to happen infrequently despite the 
generally poor performance of researchers working on EU 
contracts. 

This system results in grave distortion of the scientific 
method and, although it was foolishly introduced by accountants 
wishing to avoid wasting public money by ensuring that it was 
spent on exactly what it was given for, the actual result is a waste 
of nearly all the money spent because the scientists have given up 
their freedom in return for bread. The research funded by the 
research councils is nowadays overwhelmingly of a pedestrian 
and trivial nature. The layman, however, reading the glossy 
brochures produced by these councils, would not think so. John 
Armitt, sometime chairman of the UK Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council (EPSRC), was asked “What have been 
the most successful research projects under your leadership?”, to 
which he deceitfully responded: “The award of the Nobel Prize 
for physics to the EPSRC researcher Professor Andre Geim and 
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fellow Russian-born scientist Konstantin Novoselov for their 
groundbreaking work on graphene was very exciting”.13 The 
EPSRC would never have funded the work that led to graphene 
because, had there been such a proposal, it would have lacked 
milestones and deliverables (sometimes called “objectives”). And 
why is Geim labelled an “EPSRC researcher”?  Perhaps because 
he has received an EPSRC grant for some trivial piece of work.14 

It frequently happens that, after having carefully written a 
proposal in the currently acceptable form with its minutely 
detailed description of the “research” to be carried out, once the 
money has been granted, the researchers will sit down to discuss 
what actually ought to be done. Perhaps in the meantime (and, 
typically, many months will pass after having submitted the 
proposal before notification whether the money will be granted is 
received) the investigators have become cognizant of new work 
carried out elsewhere and just published, or have had further 
reflexions of their own, and they have conceived an even better 
way of tackling the problem than that described (with its full 
panoply of milestones and deliverables) in the proposal. But such 
an advance puts them in a quandary, for if they now carry out the 
research as it should be carried out, to the best of their scientific 
judgment, they will no longer fulfil the stated milestones and 
deliverables, and might even be asked to repay the grant! Many 
university researchers, under extreme pressure from the 
administrators to ensure that the money comes in, will simply 
carry out the work according to the original plan – essentially 
wasting money from any grander viewpoint, but well fulfilling 
their contract from the viewpoint of the research council and 
university administrators. 

Great waste also arises through the fact that only a small 
proportion – 10% is nowadays a typical figure – of proposals end 
up being funded. Despite strenuous efforts, it does not seem to be 
possible to establish a set of criteria for what makes a good 
proposal, which could be used for internal review purposes within 
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the institution before sending it out to the research councils. As 
David Stephenson, erstwhile Professor of Materials Processing at 
Cranfield University, has forthrightly asserted, “A good research 
proposal is one that gets funded.” Therefore, 90% of this 
proposal-writing effort (which typically takes up at least a quarter 
of the productive working time of most scientists nowadays) ends 
up being wasted.15 Apart from the waste of time, there is also the 
deleterious effect on morale. This seems to be a particular 
problem among the sometimes large international consortia of 
researchers that must be constituted to bid for EU research funds. 
A particularly bad feature of the EU “Framework” programmes is 
that there are formal assessment criteria for evaluating proposals, 
and all those exceeding a certain threshold are supposed to be 
funded, but because of perhaps unavoidable human weaknesses in 
the system (such as overgenerous assessment by some of the 
subpanels charged with assessment) sometimes only a minority of 
the proposals exceeding the threshold can be funded, which is 
particularly disheartening for the members of the consortia. 

All of the research councils use some kind of committee 
system for evaluating proposals submitted to them. As is well 
known to students of comitology, a committee will tend to reach 
consensus on the most unexceptionable of a collection of items, 
which means, in the case of research proposals, that all those 
displaying some spark of originality will be vetoed by at least one 
member of the committee. This situation can also be formally 
examined using the concept of the “mainstream”. By definition, in 
any given field, most scientists are working in the mainstream. 
Therefore, mainstream scientists will always form a majority on 
any committee.16 Hence, any proposal departing from the 
mainstream will always be outvoted (Gillies, 2010). In countries 
implementing research assessment systems, such as the UK’s 
Research Excellence Framework (REF), the prospects for 
pursuing innovative, original work have become even fainter. 
REF amounts to a quadruple peer-review process. First, there is 
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the rigorous selection for an established academic post at the 
University (candidacy for which presupposes having successfully 
passed numerous examinations to obtain the requisite degrees). 
Only such established academics are allowed to submit proposals 
to the research councils, the main source of funding nowadays for 
all but work requiring only pencil, paper and thinking. These 
proposals are themselves rigorously peer-reviewed. The work will 
hopefully result in papers submitted to journals – again, these are 
rigorously peer-reviewed. Finally, under REF, these papers are 
again peer-scrutinised. Some peer review is doubtless necessary 
to weed out absurdity, but clearly, we now have a surfeit. Perhaps 
we should keep the rigorous selection process for academic 
appointments and for published journal papers (especially since 
nowadays anyone is free to post outrageous ideas on their own 
website), but eliminate it for proposals (as was advocated several 
decades ago by O.G. Selfridge),17 and abolish research assessment 
systems altogether. 

The present long-winded and expensive – in terms of both 
time and money – process is likely to finally and definitively 
ensure that any new ideas are prevented from reaching fruition. 

Given the ever-increasing financial stringency in one form 
or another affecting the resources available for scientific 
research,18 it is of heightened importance to ensure that what is 
spent is well and wisely spent. While concentrating funding into 
specific pieces of proposed research, as has become the norm in 
the UK through their system of research councils, as well as 
elsewhere, might seem like an effective way to prevent waste by 
eliminating work that does not yield predefined “deliverables”, 
there is a pernicious secondary effect of this policy which, 
because it is slow to become apparent, has already built up to an 
alarming degree. Namely, because the universities hosting the 
research projects retain a percentage of the grant for their 
“overheads” (upon which they rely to remain solvent), the ruling 
criterion for a “good” proposal is the size of the grant. As far as 
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the university administration is concerned, the intrinsic scientific 
quality of a proposal plays no role, provided the grant is won. 
This leads inevitably to a drift towards mediocrity, and even if 
some individual scientists still strive to combine winning largesse 
with quality, there seems to be no corrective mechanism to 
prevent the general drift or reverse its direction, and ultimately, 
the funded science will become so trivial as to marginalise itself 
in society. Project-funded research is, therefore, unsustainable. 

 
 
4. The ascendancy of administrators in universities 
 

As pointed out in the Introduction, the age of seats of learning 
endowed with vast tracts of land, removing from their bursars the 
need to indulge in astute financial manoeuvres of the kind 
associated with contemporary fund management, belongs to the 
past. No doubt, according to contemporary benchmarks, this 
rather passive traditional approach would be labelled as grossly 
inefficient – and indeed it might be, in the short term. At the 
beginning of the Thatcher era, in the UK universities, in general, 
had acquired the reputation of not being particularly efficiently 
managed. The work of the Steering Committee for Efficiency 
Studies in Universities, under the chairmanship of Sir Alex 
Jarratt, set out to change all that. The Jarratt Report (1985) 
resulted in very far-reaching changes to the way universities were 
organised. Essentially it led to the replacement of the old collegial 
style of governance, in which those responsible for administration 
(e.g., the heads (chairmen or deans) of departments, the Vice-
Chancellor) were elected by their peers to serve for one or two 
years, and accepted it as a necessary, albeit undesirable, 
obligation balancing the privileges of academia, by a new 
professional style of governance, in which administrative posts 
were of indefinite duration and were not elected but appointed. 
Appointees could now – and often did – come from outside the 
university. Internal appointments were usually professors who 
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were no longer productive in research and did not relish marking 
time until retirement; external appointments were typically 
professionals armed with qualifications in accounting, 
management, etc. 

The one curious thing about the situation is that it seems 
that the academic staff who became administrators almost 
invariably aligned their attitudes with those of their new peers, the 
professional accountants etc. True scientists generally find these 
attitudes inimical to their work, because everything seems to be 
subordinated to money. This tension is by no means confined to 
universities. Private companies have also greatly suffered from 
the domination of accountants. A very good example is the once-
proud engineering company Guest, Keen and Nettlefolds, which 
(perhaps surprisingly) still exists but is nowadays known as GKN. 
They used to publish an excellent house journal, Far and Wide, 
containing articles of an extremely high standard. This was axed 
by accountants who saw it as a pointless extravagance. To those 
who were lucky enough to be sent copies of Far and Wide, it 
epitomised uncompromising quality and excellence and one 
presumed – rightly, I dare say – that this was an ethos deeply 
rooted in the company and that one could, therefore, expect the 
same kind of excellence from any of their products and services. 
That seems to be a more elevated standard than any achievable by 
carefully controlling costs. The accountants’ mentality will never 
go the extra mile (for there is usually no immediate return of such 
an investment of effort). In their almost nonexistent imagination, 
prospective customers will coldly compare rival products and 
their costs and decide according to the best ratio. This strikes the 
scientist as being incredibly naïve. One might be able to do it with 
some very simple product, but even something as apparently 
simple as a sheet of paper has certain attributes that cannot be 
captured in a specification–one has to feel it in one’s hands, and 
the reputation of the paper mill also counts for quite a lot. 
Ironically enough, in a kind of deconstructionist procedure, the 
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accountants have now invented “product-service systems” (PSS) 
in which it is acknowledged that what the client desires is not 
simply a piece of manufactured material or machinery but 
something greater in scope and less tangible that provides 
ongoing functionality. The accountant will nevertheless still assert 
that this enhanced offering can be compared with rivals and a 
judgment made. 

The great defect of the accountant is that he (or she) lacks 
morals, at least from the viewpoint of the scientist. They do have 
a kind of ethical code – one that demands that any outstanding 
account is settled to the last penny. An invoice for an expensive 
piece of machinery may amount to, say, £1,350,246.10. They will 
cavil at receiving £1,350,246, let alone at £1,350,245. On the 
other hand, they might accept £1,350,247 – suggesting that 
venality preponderates over logic. Since morality is ultimately 
arbitrary, this lack might not be a real defect, were it not 
associated with the neglect of lofty ideals. Far and Wide 
represented a lofty ideal, but if the idea of selling, as a profitable 
sideline, a pornographic broadsheet had occurred to the 
contemporary management of GKN, there would doubtless have 
been no argument against it. 

As Christ remarked in his Sermon on the Mount,19 “Ye 
cannot serve God and mammon”. Although not all scientists 
would agree, clearly, science is a divine calling since its results 
are measured against the absolute, which is a synonym for God. 
The accountant must somehow manage not to serve mammon, 
despite being frequently confronted by him. 

The ethical code of the scientist has been very eloquently set 
out by Richard Feynman in his 1974 Caltech commencement 
address.20 He remarked, “...the idea that we all hope you have 
learnt in studying science in school – we never explicitly say what 
this is, but just hope that you catch on by all the examples of 
scientific investigation... It’s a kind of scientific integrity, a 
principle of scientific thought that corresponds to a kind of utter 
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honesty... In summary, the idea is to try to give all of the 
information to help others to judge the value of your contribution; 
not just the information that leads to judgment in one particular 
direction or another.” 

This kind of thinking is completely alien to the mind of the 
administrator. But if the administration has become so powerful 
that it preponderates in the running of the university, then the 
chances are that science in that university will be destroyed. If the 
scientist who has won a research contract from a public funding 
agency becomes convinced that doing the research is worthless 
and a waste of his time, but does it nevertheless because he has a 
contract to do it and if he doesn’t, then the university will not get 
paid and will not get its overheads, then the scientist is being 
dishonest, but the administrators will be happy. 

 
 
5. The ascendancy of lawyers 
 

The administrators are perhaps not so much immoral (i.e., actively 
opposed to the morality of science) as amoral – in other words, 
blandly unconcerned with the issues. Although the institution and 
recognition of the degree of “master of business administration” 
(MBA) have conferred some coherence on the corps of 
administrators, this is a comparatively recent development, and 
even today, they have a fairly heterogeneous background. As 
mentioned above, in universities, they are typically either former 
scientists or professional accountants.21 There is another, much 
older profession, namely that of the law, with a much more 
clearly delineated ethos. Lawyers are perhaps not particularly 
strongly represented among administrators, but they represent the 
largest professional group in the present UK parliament (and have 
been so for many decades) and are well represented on the boards 
of companies and in committees of inquiry. Some of these 
committees – most notably, perhaps, the parliamentary ones – are 
quite active in investigating “scientific” topics, by which I mean 
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topics in which some knowledge of science is needed in order to 
reach conclusions of any value. Since we have already mentioned 
(Section 3.1) the aircraft cabin air issue, we can use it again as an 
example: the House of Lords Select Committee on Science and 
Technology’s Fifth Report (published in 2000) has a chapter (no 
4) entitled “Elements of healthy cabin air”. This report typifies the 
judicial approach, in which a given issue has an advocate and an 
opponent, each of whom carefully selects the evidence to boost 
his or her side of the argument. Indeed, this “judicious selection” 
forms the main intellectual challenge and interest of law as a 
discipline. The judicial approach thus stands in sharp contrast to 
the scientific approach (for which we can take Feynman’s 
lapidary exposition) and, hence, the scientist is justified in calling 
the lawyer immoral. 

The relevance of this to our present thesis is that the 
administrator, even if he or she is a former scientist, is much more 
comfortable with the judicial approach than the scientific one.22 
Hence, to a degree corresponding to the degree of preponderance 
of the administration over the academic research scientists in the 
University, the judicial approach will tend to permeate the ethos 
of the entire University. What this means in practice is that if an 
external client (e.g., a government department or a private 
company) commissions a piece of research, they will more often 
than not nowadays have a clear idea of the kind of result they 
want, which will be reflected in the research outcome (usually 
embodied in the final report).23 In fact, this approach is not even 
properly judicial, only quasi-judicial, because only one side of the 
argument is presented. In a court of law, there is every 
opportunity to present the other side. There is no guarantee of 
such balance within the university.24 The knowledge–if it can 
indeed be called knowledge–embodied in the final outcome is no 
longer reliable. 

If universities are no longer purveyors of reliable 
knowledge, there is no sense in commissioning them to undertake 
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research. Since this degradation of reliability is already 
(tragically) ubiquitous, it must be presumed that universities still 
receive commissions based on past reputation–which is, actually, 
the reputation of universities in general as bastions of objective 
scientific inquiry, established over roughly a millennium (and 
assumed to be shared even by the most recent foundation). This 
is, unfortunately, an inevitable corollary of the “new”, 
“postmodern”, “mode 2”, “instrumental” university, call it what 
you will, but one that does not seem to have been perceived by 
any of the past writers on the subject. And if this direction of 
development of universities is indeed favoured by governments, 
which even in the UK, where universities are mostly private 
foundations, exercise immense control over them, we must 
conclude that universities have become indistinguishable from 
private contract research organisations, which can, of course, do 
whatever they please and whose only connexion to the traditional 
ethos of objective, independent inquiry is through those of their 
employees who happen to be alumni of those universities that still 
inculcate traditional values in their undergraduates. 

This kind of degradation is not confined to universities. In 
Great Britain, knighthoods are nowadays conferred on a great 
variety of people, including successful businessmen and 
administrators, to whom the traditional values of chivalry are 
unknown (Ramsden et al., 2007). 

It would be natural to expect that the degradation of the 
ethos of independent scientific inquiry will diminish the attraction 
of university education, other than in the very narrow sense of 
obtaining a specific qualification that will assist one in getting a 
job, which presumably explains the great proliferation of small, 
private “universities” after the economic reforms in the countries 
of the former Soviet Union, albeit that the best of these do indeed 
follow the old tradition of offering a truly liberal education. 

Sir George Thomson (1957) rightly pointed out that “the 
one really dangerous menace is the loss of freedom. Science 
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depends above all things on freedom to think.” Clearly, the kind 
of interference in research that we have been discussing, which 
takes place in order to produce a predetermined output and, hence, 
secures payment by the client, is fatal to the reliability of the 
output. Indeed, it is doubtful whether it can be called “research” at 
all. In his lecture, Thomson had in mind what happened to 
biology in the Lysenko era in the Soviet Union, but exactly the 
same precepts apply nowadays to our so-called “free” Western 
economies. 

 
 
6. Conclusions 
 

The postmodern University may be financially sustainable in the 
short term as a contract research organisation, but as they lose 
their reputations as purveyors of reliable knowledge, they will 
become uncompetitive compared with private research 
organisations, unencumbered by the voluminous baggage of a 
teaching institution. In the recent past, universities could also 
compete on price, mainly because expensive laboratory facilities 
were subsidised by the government, and many research projects 
could be assigned to very poorly paid graduate students. In the 
current régime of dwindling government subsidies, some 
universities are finding that their teaching activities are actually 
loss-making, cross-subsidised by research income. Hence, their 
rates will have to increase, making them even less competitive. 

In other words, the “triple helix” or “Lambert” model of 
business–university collaboration is unsustainable. Will at least 
some universities, perhaps those with the most ancient traditions 
that have most to lose if universities disappear in the traditional 
form, repudiate these new models and revert to objective, 
independent inquiry?  Provided it can be made financially viable, 
there seems to be no reason why not. In other words, I am not 
advocating any government-led reforms–which would anyway 
constitute a paradox, because governments have been at least 
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partly responsible for the present situation–but believe that the 
problem can be solved by vigorous and resolute individual 
initiatives within universities, which will, eventually, percolate to 
form a new, stable régime. 
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jeremi j. ramsdeni 

teqnikur mecnierebaTa doqtori, 

nanoteqnologiebis sapatio profesori 

bakingemis universitetSi (inglisi) 

 

 

`postmodernuli~ sauniversiteto 

kvlevebis mdgradi ganviTareba 
 

(anotacia) 

 
sakvanZo sityvebi: sauniversiteto misia, industriuli mi-

sia, sakontraqto kvlevebi, samecniero-

kvleviTi sabWoebi 

 

 

kvlevebis is tipi, romelsac dRes eZebs da 

axorcielebs Tanamedrove universitetebis umeteso-

ba, faqtobrivad, aris informaciis gadacemis proce-

si akademiuri sferodan industriul da komerciul 

sferoSi. gaerTianebuli samefos universitetebis 

administraciebi, rogorc wesi, amgvar saqmianobas 

Tvlian erTaderT meTodad, romelsac SeuZlia umaR-

lesi saswavleblebis finansuri stabilurobis uz-

runvelyofa. radgan dRevandeli bazari da TviTga-

darCenis instinqti amas karnaxobs, isinic saerTo 

fexis xmas arian ayolilebi da universitetis da-

niSnuleba daviwyebas miscemia. 

rac ufro naklebadaa swavlis safasuris gadam-

xdeli studentebis mier daricxul Tanxebze damoki-

debuli sauniversiteto Semosavali, miT ufro iz-

rdeba samrewvelo kvleviT kontraqtebsa da aqedan 
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miRebul mogebaze umaRlesi saswavleblis damokide-

bulebis xarisxi. bunebrivad Cndeba kiTxvebi: aris 

Tu ara kvlevebis aseTi reJimi akademiurad gamar-

Tlebuli da ra pirobebSia igi mdgradi. 

r. e. spiris lakoniuri ganmartebis Tanaxmad, 

sauniversiteto misia gulisxmobs cnobismoyvareobis 

aRZvras, kritikuli azrovnebis danergvasa da kvle-

va-Ziebis unaris gamomuSavebas studentebSi. amis pa-

ralelurad, industriuli misiaa TviTgadarCena, ra-

sac warmoeba, Cveulebriv, axerxebs mogebis miRebiTa 

da misi TanamSromlebis erTgulebiT. universitete-

bisa da sawarmoebis gansxvavebuli misiebi gansxvave-

bul Tvisebebs gulisxmobs: universiteti Riaa, in-

dustria – faruli da daxuruli; universiteti in-

dividualisturia, xolo industria gundur muSaoba-

sa da ierarqias emyareba; universiteti araa moneta-

ruli industriisgan gansxvavebiT is dawesebuleba, 

romlis amosavali wertilic fuladi interesia. am 

gansxvavebebis miuxedavad, orive mWidrodaa dakavSi-

rebuli, radgan universitetis kursdamTavrebulTa 

umetesoba swored warmoebasa Tu komerciul saqmia-

nobaSi erTveba. 

universitetebSi gatarebuli `postmodernuli~ 

reformebis Sedegad, mniSvnelovnad Seicvala samec-

niero-kvleviTi procesica da misdami damokidebule-

bac. bevri umaRlesi saswavlebeli mxolod finansu-

ri Semosavlis gazrdis mizniT iwvevs studentebs 

sadoqtoro programaSi da amas `fantastikur SesaZ-

leblobad~ asaRebs. Tanamedrove doqtorantebis 

umetesobas konkretuli sakvlevi Tematika da inte-

resebi arc ki gaaCnia, ise abarebs misaReb gamocdebs 
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`fantastikurad~ prestiJuli doqtoris xarisxis mo-

povebis brma survils ayolili. sinamdvileSi, sa-

doqtoro programaze swavla iseTi axalgazrda 

mkvlevrebis prerogativaa, visac samecniero-kvlevi-

Ti saqmianobis ganxorcielebis gamocdilebac aqvs 

da misTvis Tavdadebis mudmivi survilic. sadoqto-

ro skolebi mxolod samecniero kvlevebis sulis-

kveTebiT anTebuli SegirdebiT unda dakompleqtdes, 

rogorc adre xdeboda. doqtoris xarisxis mopove-

bis sareklamo aspeqtebma Tavad sadoqtoro naSrome-

bis xarisxi daaqveiTa, radgan doqtorantebis umete-

soba dRes mxolod teqnikur samuSaos asrulebs, 

rac sakontraqto kvlevebis mkacrad gansazRvruli 

nawilia. 

mocemul statiaSi faqtebis SejerebiTi anali-

zis safuZvelze, dasabuTebulia, rom aseTi samecnie-

ro kvlevebi akademiurad aramdgradia da, grZelva-

dian perspeqtivaSi, arc finansurad iqneba sicocx-

lisunariani. amis mizezia is, rom kvlevebis es reJi-

mi universitetebis mier SeTavazebuli informacii-

sadmi ndobas farulad amcirebs da, sabolood, mas-

ze moTxovna gaqreba. universitetebma unda gaataron 

reforma, raTa daibrunon TavianTi tradiciuli, sa-

mecniero-kvleviTi funqcia, rogorc damoukidebel-

ma, miukerZoebelma kvleviTma centrebma, an arsebo-

bis Sewyveta mouwevT. 

postmodernuli universiteti, rogorc sakon-

traqto kvleviTi organizacia, finansurad stabilu-

ri drois mxolod mcire monakveTSi iqneba. grZelva-

dian perspeqtivaSi, universitetis reputacia ise da-

ecema, rom sruliad dakargavs ndobas, rogorc 
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umaRlesi saswavlebeli, radgan ver gauwevs konku-

rencias kerZo kvleviT organizaciebs, romlebsac 

swavlebis valdebuleba ar amZimebT. 

adre Tu universitetebi konkurencias samTavro-

bo subsidiebis wyalobiT uZlebdnen, riTic Zvirad-

Rirebuli laboratoriuli obieqtebi uxvad finan-

sdeboda, xolo kvleviTi proeqtebis udidesi nawi-

lis Sesruleba mecnierebis msaxurebis JiniT savse 

doqtorantebis zurgze gadadioda, mizerul anazRa-

urebas rom sjerdebodnen dargis ganviTarebis Se-

saZleblobiT amayni da bednierni. dRes viTareba ra-

dikaluradaa Secvlili. 

wminda samecniero proeqtebis samTavrobo dafi-

nanseba amJamad katastrofuladaa Semcirebuli. zo-

gierTi universiteti karga xania mixvda, rom maTi 

saswavlo saqmianoba realurad wamgebiania da samec-

niero kvlevebidan miRebuli Semosavlebis wyalo-

biT, kombinirebuli subsidirebis xarjze gaaqvs Ta-

vi. es niSnavs, rom swavlis gadasaxadi mudmivad un-

da gaizardos, rac aSkarad wamgebian poziciaSi aye-

nebs universitetebs. 

mTavrobis mier ganxorcielebuli raime saxis 

sauniversiteto reformis momxre namdvilad ara var. 

es paradoqsi iqneboda, radgan swored mTavrobaTa 

sindiszea dRevandel savalalo viTarebaze pasuxis-

mgebloba. mjera, rom arsebuli problemis mogvareba 

SesaZlebelia Sidasauniversiteto, individualuri, 

jansaRi da qmediTi iniciativebis Sedegad, rac mog-

vcems axal, stabilur sistemas sauniversiteto swav-

lebisa da samecniero-kvleviTi saqmianobis warmar-

TvisaTvis. 


