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Reflections on the Liberal University:
truth, citizenship and the
role of the academic

MARTYN HAMMERSLEY
School of Education, Open University, United Kingdom

ABSTRACT The starting point for this paper is the fact that the organisation
and practice of higher education, and our ideas about it, are informed by
conflicting ideals. I explore some of this conflict by looking in detail at what I
call the liberal model of the university, and at two competitors to it that have
gained increasing influence in recent years: the economic and ideological
models. I examine the main criticisms of the liberal university, and what I
believe to be its strengths in comparison with these other two models.

My starting point is the fact that the organisation and practice of universities,
and our ideas about them, have been and continue to be structured by
conflicting ideals. A strong (though by no means exclusive) influence in the
past was what I will call the liberal model. [1] Today, more than ever, that
model is under attack, from a variety of directions, and in particular from
advocates of what we might label the economic and the ideological models.
While its influence persists, not just in many aspects of the way in which
higher education is organised but also in arguments about the role of
universities, there is little doubt that the fortunes of the liberal model are in
decline. [2] This is not just because many economic and political forces are
against it but also because some of its key assumptions have come to be
questioned. In other words, the attack on the liberal university has been as
much theoretical as practical. And it is the theoretical side of it I will be
primarily concerned with here. It seems to me that we need some
clarification of our ideas about how universities ought to be before we can
get a clear sense of what is happening to them and what, if anything, can be
done about it.

In this paper I want to look at the liberal concept of the university
against the background of the economic and ideological models. Of course,
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Martyn Hammenley

to work with just three views about the nature and role of universities is an
extreme simplification of a complex reality. But what I am presenting are
ideal types that I hope will clarify some of the issues at stake. I will examine
the main criticisms of the liberal model coming from advocates of the other
models. My conclusions will be that these criticisms, while raising important
issues, do not undermine the justification for that model, and that the
alternative conceptions of the university on which they are based are
defective. First, though, I need to spell out what I mean by 'the liberal
model'.

The Liberal University

As I am using the term here, the liberal model portrays universities as
primarily concerned with the pursuit and dissemination of truth, of what is
accepted as having the status of knowledge and is taken to have universal, or at
least very general, value. At the root of the liberal model, then, are the
assumptions that knowledge of the natural world and of human culture are
achievable by rational means and that they have great intrinsic, not just
extrinsic, value. [3] These assumptions about the possibility and desirability
of knowledge have a long history. It would be a mistake, for instance, to
designate them as stemming simply from the Enlightenment. They were
influential in the founding of the European universities in the Middle Ages,
and of course before that they are to be found in the writings of the ancient
Greeks, most obviously Plato and Aristotle. The notion of knowledge for its
own sake was encapsulated in the Greek concept of 'theoria', variously
translated as theory, philosophy or science. [4]

I ought to add, though, that questioning of these ideas has a similarly
long history. Many of the criticisms directed against these founding
assumptions of the liberal model today are foreshadowed in the writings of
the Greek sophists and sceptics. And while the liberal model has been
extremely influential in structuring universities from their origins to the
present, that influence has always been tempered by the effects of others. I
am not suggesting that there was once a liberal golden age from which we
are in decline.

Both research and education in universities are portrayed by liberals as
consisting of participation in a continuing conversation that includes not just
those presently active but scholars of the past as well, with the latter
represented in a literature that has both substantive and methodological
significance. The term 'liberal education' is often most strongly associated
with the humanities, indeed with the idea that the humanities should be the
core of the university curriculum. [5] However, this is not implied in my use
of the term. For me the liberal model includes science as much as the
humanities and the social sciences. We find liberal views among many writers
on science. Thus, despite their substantial differences about the actual and
proper practice of science, both Karl Popper and Michael Polanyi regard

166

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

84
.5

1.
13

3.
32

] 
at

 0
7:

02
 1

3 
M

ay
 2

01
5 



Reflections on the Liberal University

science as concerned with the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake. They
do not deny, indeed they welcome, its practical benefits, but the pursuit of
such benefits is not the rationale for science as far as they are concerned.
That rationale lies in the intrinsic value for human beings of knowledge of
themselves and their world. [6] My definition of the liberal model is broad,
then, incorporating both the liberal arts and research-based interpretations of
the university ideal that have been in conflict for much of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries.

Of course, science and the humanities do vary considerably in the
character of the teaching and research that they involve, they require
different sorts of conversation. In natural science concern with the
cumulation of knowledge means that both research and teaching are largely
present-oriented, the literature defined as relevant has little historical depth
but great contemporary breadth, so much so that it involves a very extensive
division of labour. Associated with this is a relatively sharp distinction
between research and teaching, with the latter conceived in large part as the
dissemination of research findings and of established research skills. In the
humanities, by contrast, while progress may well take place, it does not take
the form of a simple cumulation of knowledge. As a result, items from a long
past are often included in a single canon of literature, sometimes taken to
represent timelessly valuable exemplifications of perennial themes in human
life and thought. We find such canons, for example, in philosophy and
English literature. There may also be relatively little distinction between
research and education: the work of learners and experts may be regarded as
varying only in the degree of skill they exercise, with education consisting of
exemplification by the teacher and practice by the learner (along with
feedback from the teacher on that practice).

These different versions of the liberal model are, of course, themselves
ideal types, so that their relationship to actual practice in the sciences and
humanities is variable and debatable. For instance, some recent work in the
philosophy and sociology of natural science has questioned the idea that it
involves the cumulation of knowledge in any simple sense. [7] At the same
time, the trend in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries within the
humanities has been away from the model I have discussed here and towards
something like the scientific version. For this and other reasons established
canons of literature, and indeed the very idea of a canon, have come under
increasing attack (Searle, 1990; Gorak, 1991).

The social sciences are, of course, the major battleground between
these conflicting views. But this battle is not of direct relevance to my
concerns in this paper. For my purposes the science-humanities contrast I
have drawn serves merely to indicate the range of forms of education and
thinking about education that I am including under the heading of the liberal
model.

There are two other principles central to the liberal model besides the
rational pursuit of intrinsically valuable knowledge. While subordinate to the
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first, they are nevertheless important. These are academic autonomy and
neutrality.

Academic autonomy is often referred to, perhaps rather misleadingly,
as 'academic freedom'. This is the requirement that the pursuit of knowledge
be relatively unconstrained by extraneous demands, such as those deriving
from the political interests of the state or of powerful religious or economic
groups in society. This principle concerns both the relationship between
universities and outside agencies and that between individual academics and
those involved in the management and administration of universities. The
core of academic autonomy is the right of the individual academic to teach
and research as he or she judges appropriate, supported with some
resources, and (within broad boundaries) to be accountable only on
academic grounds and to academic authorities. [8]

We must be careful not to assume that the liberal model requires
complete autonomy. It does not. Complete autonomy would involve giving
academics an absolute right to ignore ethical considerations and to transgress
civil and criminal law, and this would clearly be unacceptable. Academic
freedom is not an all or nothing matter, then, and for that (and other)
reasons it will always be contested, as it has been in the past. We are
certainly seeing a major contraction of the autonomy of universities in Britain
today. And this is part of a wider trend across the Western world. But, as
Guy Neave has pointed out, the patterns of academic autonomy have long
varied substantially even among European societies (Neave, 1988).

We can get a sense of this by looking at the case of German universities
in the nineteenth century. These were widely admired elsewhere in Europe
and in the USA, yet German professors were state employees (as they still
are), and professorial appointments were formally made by the German state
governments. The convention was that the relevant faculty submitted a list of
candidates and the State Education Minister appointed someone from this
list. Furthermore, this convention was sometimes broken - one such case led
Max Weber to write newspaper articles on the issue of academic freedom
(Weber, 1974).[9] It is worth pointing out too that the academic freedom
that existed within German universities in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries was concentrated on a small professoriate who sometimes
restricted the autonomy of junior staff. In these respects academic autonomy
was more limited at that time in Germany than it was, say, in Britain.

Of course, Weber was not concerned only with preserving academic
autonomy. Indeed, today his name is probably most closely associated with
the third and final element of the liberal model I want to discuss: academic
neutrality. His concern with neutrality emerges clearly in one of the
newspaper articles mentioned above. Having argued that the goal of the
university is the pursuit and dissemination of rationally founded knowledge,
he declares that: "universities do not have it as their task to teach any outlook
or standpoint which is either *hostile to the state' or 'friendly to the state'".
Research and teaching within them must be neutral with respect to
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Reflections on the Liberal University

fundamental practical values: "they are not institutions for the inculcation of
absolute or ultimate moral values" (Weber, 1974, p. 21). [10]

There can be few concepts that have been subject to more
misunderstanding than Weber's notion of value neutrality. Let me try to
clarify its meaning here. In arguing that research and teaching within
universities be value neutral, Weber was not suggesting that they can or
should be concerned only with descriptive facts about the state of the world,
free from all influence by values. He was only too well aware, as a proponent
of the liberal model, that the institution of scholarship is premised on the
value of truth. And he also emphasised, of course, that social scientists
cannot understand human behaviour without taking account of the role of
values in motivating it.

Beyond this, though, Weber argued that social scientists, like
historians, are primarily interested in unique individual phenomena, and that
these must be selected, indeed constructed, on the basis of values other than
truth. This is the principle of value relevance, and it means that practical
values play a key role for Weber, quite legitimately, in defining the
phenomena on which research and teaching in the humanities and social
sciences focus. Finally, and just as importantly, Weber argues that social
scientists can engage in the rational assessment of value-judgements and the
prescription of morally appropriate and technically effective means to given
goals, (Bruun, 1972; Keat & Urry, 1974, Ch. 9).

In short, neutrality towards values for Weber concerns only what he
calls absolute or ultimate values, only the selection of these is excluded from
the realm of rational inquiry. He believed that all particular value
judgements, whether evaluations or prescriptions, can be traced back to
some set of ultimate values beyond which justification cannot go. At that
level one simply accepts or does not accept a particular value; there is no
rational basis for choosing amongst ultimate values. Furthermore, he
regarded ultimate values as in conflict, so that one cannot choose to live by
them all. Against this background, the principle of value neutrality was a
device to prevent social scientists smuggling their own ultimate values into
their research and teaching and presenting these as if they were rationally
justified. It was, and is, a barrier against scientism, against scientific
imperialism.

Properly understood, Weber's position is a subtle and powerful one.
Even so, in my view it is not a satisfactory interpretation of the concept of
academic neutrality. It has been subjected to powerful criticisms by those in
the natural law tradition, notably Strauss and Midgley, and also by
Habermas (Strauss, 1953; Habermas, 1976; Midgely, 1983). Habermas, for
instance, has pointed out that Weber's position renders all ethical and
political decisions irrational. The natural law theorists make an even more
fundamental point: that Weber's position renders irrational the whole of
science, and also undermines his own arguments for value neutrality. This is
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Martyn Hammersley

because all of these are necessarily based on an irrational commitment to
truth.

However, I think we can adopt most of Weber's account of the role of
values in social science, and his recognition that value conflict seems
endemic (in modern societies anyway), without accepting his Nietzschean
view of the irrationality of value commitment. But in order to do so we must
construct a somewhat different view of what academic neutrality entails.
Rather than seeing liberal neutrality in heroic terms, I think it is better
regarded as a pragmatic adaptation to the existence and intractability of
disagreement about both factual and value matters. What it amounts to is a
refusal to treat claims as true that are open to rational disagreement.

It is here that the meaning of the term 'liberal' as used in political
philosophy becomes relevant to my argument. The origins of liberal political
philosophy lie in the religious and political conflicts of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries. It is no accident that at that time there was a revival of
interest in the writings of the Greek sceptics (Popkin, 1979). Where before
there had been at least the hope of widespread acceptance of a single,
comprehensive religious and philosophical view of the world, of the kind put
forward by Thomas Aquinas, by the seventeenth century it had become clear
that any such hope was ill-founded. As a result, in political philosophy there
was a gradual change from a conception of the state as promoting virtue
among its citizens to one that saw it as simply preserving the minimum
conditions for a tolerable life, avoiding conflicts between religious groups by
allowing them freedom to live by their own ideals.

We can see a related change in ideas about knowledge and education
around the same time. There is a shift from the assumption that a rationally
based comprehensive world view can be constructed, and should provide the
framework for inquiry and teaching, to recognition that there is substantial
and apparently endemic disagreement about many important matters. The
medieval scholastics gained a reputation for interminable disputes, and this
was one of the factors leading to the subsequent influence of scepticism.
What the scientific revolution of the seventeenth century made clear,
however, was that complete scepticism about the possibility of knowledge
was not necessary] some rational knowledge was possible. Yet that
knowledge was only attainable if science was not restricted by metaphysical
and theological dogma. As the same time it became apparent that such
knowledge was not immediately accessible in all areas. So, science did not
presuppose a well-worked out and rationally established metaphysical
framework, nor did it look as if it could produce such a framework in the
foreseeable future (though some involved in the new science believed that it
could, Descartes for example). Spectacularly successful as the new science
was in producing widespread agreement about some matters, it was clearly
unsuccessful in producing such agreement in other areas, notably about
ethical and political issues, and about human behaviour generally.
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Reflections on the Liberal University

Arising from this background, what is central to the liberal model of the
university, as to the liberal view of the polity, then, is that the existence of
conflicting views, and our inability to resolve many of the conflicts, is
recognised and accommodated to, rather than being ignored or treated as
something that can be transcended. What neutrality means, then, is
neutrality about those matters where rational conclusions have not yet been
reached. In neither research nor teaching, the liberal insists, must claims be
presented as knowledge if they are subject to widespread rational
disagreement. And implied in this is a relatively modest assessment of the
current state of rationally established knowledge.

There are two main differences between this interpretation of the
concept of neutrality and that of Weber. One is that neutrality is not
restricted to ultimate values, it can include practical value judgements as well
as factual matters about which there is genuine disagreement. Secondly, it is
not assumed that value judgements cannot be rationally established.

Having identified and elaborated on the three key assumptions of the
liberal model, let me turn now to criticisms of that model.

The Liberal University and its Critics

I will identify two major sources of criticism of the liberal model that at the
same time present alternative views of the social role of universities - what I
referred to earlier as the economic and ideological models.

The economic model sees the primary task of universities as the efficient
provision of training for potential recruits to those occupations deemed to
require a high level of knowledge and skills. From this point of view
education is a type of investment that has both an individual and a social (or
a national) return. Similarly, research is regarded as of value only to the
extent that it solves technical problems faced by occupational practitioners of
one sort of another, but especially those in industry. [11] Knowledge is seen,
then, as directed towards practical goals and is judged primarily, if not solely,
in these terms. In other words the economic model is often associated with
an instrumentalist conception of knowledge, with a rejection of any concern
about the truth of knowledge over and above its usefulness. Indeed,
sometimes its advocates may even redefine 'truth' as usefulness.

The current popularity of the economic model in British government
circles is manifest, but this popularity extends beyond these circles across the
political spectrum and into the universities themselves. Substantial numbers
of academics today probably see their role in terms of the economic model,
though they may seek to combine this with adherence to elements of other
views. And of course the idea that universities are, and should be, engaged in
vocational training is by no means new. Since their beginnings, European
universities were concerned with occupational preparation for those entering
Church, state and the professions. However, I think there has been a
significant shift in the character and conceptualisation of this preparation in
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Martyn Hammersley

the twentieth century: from a professional to a market orientation. The
professional orientation views the occupational task as a sacred calling
requiring a cultured outlook rather than mere technical expertise, and
accompanied by a sense of the responsibility and dignity of the office. The
sacred element applied literally in the case of training for the Church, but it
was extended metaphorically to other professions. Interestingly, the sense of
sacredness seems to have stemmed in part from the cultural aura supplied by
the knowledge produced in the universities. This provided the latter with
some autonomy from the demands of practitioner communities. This version
of occupational preparation was and is broadly compatible with the liberal
model.

The market orientation, by contrast, implies a much more instrumental
and specific attitude to the occupational task and to what is required for its
performance. This seems to leave little room for academic autonomy:
judgements about what is to be taught, as well as about how effectively it is
being taught, seem to lie with those who are to recruit university graduates,
or with government authorities acting on their behalf. Similarly, the priorities
for research are to be decided by customers or by government agencies. In
Britain, the Rothschild Report's contract model of applied research is an
influential basis for this (Rothschild, 1971; but see also Rothschild, 1982, pp.
9-15). In my view it is very questionable whether there can be much
compatibility between this version of the economic model and liberalism as I
have defined it here. The goal is no longer the pursuit and dissemination of
universal knowledge, but rather servicing the needs of a particular national
economy. And it follows from this that autonomy is not required, indeed it is
not desirable. Nor is neutrality. What is to be discovered and taught is simply
what meets national needs, and there may be proscription of anything judged
to be inimical (or even irrelevant) to those needs.

Turning now to the ideological model, this is the view that universities
should promote a single, comprehensive view of the world in which is
embedded a particular set of political or religious ideals. [12] While pursuit
and dissemination of knowledge (especially the latter) remain the goals of the
university, advocates of this model reject the principle of neutrality, since in
their judgement there are few major issues on which doubt remains. For the
same reason, autonomy may not be required, indeed it may be undesirable.

The term 'ideological model' covers a very wide range of possible and
actual cases. We can think of some of the European universities at times
during the Middle Ages as coming close to this type. Equally, when
Protestants later gained control over universities a similar imposition of
doctrine occurred (Hofstadter & Met2ger, 1955, Ch. 1; Green, 1969, Ch. 3).
Catholic universities today still bear some resemblance to this model, as do
fundamentalist protestant colleges. [13] In these examples knowledge is
explicitly founded on faith. An example of a sophisticated modern
philosophical defence of this position can be found in the recent work of
Alasdair Maclntyre, who claims that "reason can only move toward being
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Reflections on the Liberal University

genuinely universal and impersonal in so far as it is neither neutral nor
disinterested, that membership in a particular type of moral community, one
from which fundamental dissent has been excluded, is a condition for
genuinely rational enquiry (...)" (Maclntyre, 1990, pp. 59-60). The
ideological model is not restricted to advocates of religious views, of course.
The marxist-leninist universities of Eastern Europe in the mid-twentieth
century were inspired by a version of it. And, on the extreme Right, there is
Heidegger's advocacy of National Socialist universities. [14]

The criticisms of the liberal university made by advocates of the
economic and ideological models can be listed under two main headings:
what I will call the political and the cognitive challenges.

The Political Challenge

A common criticism of what is produced and taught under the auspices of
the liberal model is that a lot of it is of no practical relevance; and this usually
means, of course, of no economic or political relevance. Even when the
results of research or what is taught relate to an important topic, it is argued,
this knowledge is usually theoretical - it does not address the practical
problems that people face. [15] One way to formulate this criticism is by
means of the concept of citizenship, concentrating on what is expected of
individuals, groups and institutions that form part of a national society.
There are two ways in which the liberal university may stand condemned in
these terms.

First, liberal political philosophy implies a very thin concept of
citizenship, and the concept of liberal education I have outlined here
conforms to this. Weber's restriction of the moral teaching of universities to
intellectual integrity (see Note 10) is not uncharacteristic. Similarly, research
in the liberal university is required to display only a very limited concern with
its political and practical payoffs.

Worse still, and this is the second point, in modern times the concept
of citizenship has become almost entirely associated with the nation state,
whereas the liberal model of the university involves its own conception of
citizenship that relates in part to international communities of scholars, and
ultimately perhaps to some notion of humanity as a whole. The scope for
conflict between liberal universities and the demands of national states is
obvious here.

Criticism of the liberal university for making an inadequate
contribution to national societies raises some fundamental questions. First,
we must ask whether to be of value knowledge must always be of practical
use. These days this may seem hardly in need of justification, the idea that
knowledge is valuable for its own sake is so widely rejected. It is worth
pointing out, though, that even if we deny knowledge intrinsic value, we
must treat something as having intrinsic value. Otherwise everything is
instrumental but all to no purpose. So, if it is the notion of intrinsic value we
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Martyn Hammenky

baulk at when faced with the idea of knowledge for knowledge's sake, we
must recognise that, whatever our views, this is a hurdle that has to be
jumped at some point. And other points may provide no more solid ground.

At the root of this criticism of liberalism is a disagreement about values,
about the nature of the good life. From the liberal point of view there is no
single or primary good to be enshrined in public policy. One may defend the
intrinsic value of knowledge without denying that other things also have
intrinsic value. For the critics, by contrast, there is usually only one good: in
the economic model it is the pursuit of economic success individually and/or
nationally. For the ideological model it may be the religious life, in one form
or another, or it may be politics. An illustration of a privileging of the
political life is what Can calls the moral model of democracy, in which
self-development is identified with participation in democratic politics (Carr,
1991).

The authoritarian potentiality of views that recognise only one form of
good life need hardly be underlined; we are all familiar with the idea of
paradises that end in infernos. But it must be emphasised that even
participatory democracy does not eliminate that potentiality. Even if one
believes that such a form of democracy can be implemented in large societies
without its degeneration into manipulation by elites and individuals, one
must still recognise that majorities may tyrannise minorities and individuals
within such a democratic arrangement. Recognition of multiple goods leads
the liberal to insist that restrictions be placed even on democratic
decision-making, to preserve a large degree of individual autonomy. And the
need for such autonomy applies to institutions, such as universities, too.

An important implication of the idea of multiple goods is that the
liberal model does not involve the claim that the knowledge produced and
disseminated in universities has intrinsic value only. It is usually claimed to
have instrumental value as well. Here a second major issue arises: the
question of the different ways in which knowledge may be useful.

What the critics of the liberal model usually seem to have in mind when
they declare the knowledge produced and disseminated under its auspices to
be of little practical relevance is the sort of usefulness represented when,
needing to knock in a nail, someone provides a hammer. When a problem is
faced, what is useful is a solution to it. This is often labelled the engineering
model, and is sometimes identified with positivism (Janowitz, 1972; Bulmer,
1982). However, something very like it also seems to lie at the root of some
discussion of critical theory, such theory being seen as enlightening the
oppressed about their interests and circumstances in such a way as to at least
set the stage for their emancipation. In both cases, for knowledge to be
useful it must have a powerful and direct effect on action and its success
(Fay, 1987).

I certainly would not want to deny the value of this sort of usefulness.
But I do deny that it is the only sort of usefulness that knowledge can have.
This is not a novel argument of course. Often contrasted with the
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Reflections on the Liberal University

engineering model of the relationship between research and practice is the
enlightenment model. This seems to cover a variety of positions, but in my
use here the term 'enlightenment' is rather broad. What is involved is the
provision of general resources: ways of thinking and feeling that have
potential relevance to many decisions but which in most cases do not provide
a solution to practical problems in any direct sense.

Once again here, it seems to me, the critics would have us value only
one thing where more than one are of value: both solutions to practical
problems and general resources for approaching a wide range of problems
are useful. More than this, though, if research and teaching are to be judged
solely by their capacity to provide solutions to practical problems I fear that
in many fields, including some close to the critics' hearts, research and
teaching will be judged of no value because, in present circumstances at
least, they are unable to provide such solutions. And this may even reflect
the nature of those fields, rather than academic failings (Hammersley, 1992,
Ch. 7)

Let me turn now to a different sort of political challenge to the liberal
university, this time deriving primarily from the ideological model. This is the
argument that, despite its claims to neutrality, the production and
dissemination of knowledge under the liberal model does have a significant
effect in the world, and that this is an undesirable effect. Here we often have
ironic contrasts drawn between academic claims to neutrality and the role
that universities are alleged to play in society, along with accusations of
naivety on the part of liberals.

There are several directions from which this argument can come, but
the one that has been developed most effectively arises from the radical Left.
It is an argument that achieved particular prominence in the late 1960s and
early 1970s, but which remains popular in some quarters today. Here the
liberal university is accused of serving the needs of capitalism, and/or of in
other ways reinforcing hierarchies and benefitting dominant groups (see, for
example, Cockburn & Blackburn, 1969; Cowley, 1969; Gless & Smith,
1990).

Whether or not this charge is true is an empirical issue, and one about
which there is little evidence. I will say only that it would be extraordinary if
universities had a simply negative impact on the wider society. Even putting
aside the problems of determining what is a good and a bad effect, one
would expect to find a complex pattern of consequences varying between
institutions and over time, so that drawing up a balance-sheet and calculating
the balance of desirable and undesirable effects would produce results of
questionable value.

Of more interest though is the associated questioning of the liberal
concept of neutrality, involving a denial of the very possibility of neutrality.
This criticism is generally based on a mistake about what the principle
involves, taking it to imply neutrality towards all value judgements. But it is
not a mistake that should be blamed entirely on the critics. There is a
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tendency for liberals to see liberalism as neutral in the sense of having no
substantive implications about the good life. In other words, it is seen as a
formal doctrine that concerns itself solely with procedural matters. This is
the basis for the distinction between the right and the good to be found in
the writing of some liberal political philosophers, like John Rawls and Ronald
Dworkin. But, as I argued earlier, there is no need to see liberalism in this
way and there are good reasons for not doing so. Rather, we can see
liberalism as necessarily involving some prescriptions about the good, albeit
minimal ones; namely those that are not open to rational disagreement. Most
fundamental of all is the value of rational knowledge itself, but there are
other values associated with liberalism too: for example tolerance and
individual autonomy. In this sense liberalism is not, and cannot be,
completely neutral. [16]

Thus, what liberals object to in the ideological model is the acceptance
and presentation as true of ideas that are open to cogent criticism. However,
this objection raises fundamental questions about the nature and possibility
of rational belief, and this is at the heart of the second challenge to the liberal
model: what I have called the cognitive challenge.

The Cognitive Challenge

This is a more fundamental challenge than the previous one, since it
concerns the very goal of the liberal university: the pursuit and dissemination
of truth. There are two versions of this challenge. Both of them begin from a
questioning of the correspondence theory of truth and the distinction
between subject and object associated with it. We can find sources for these
criticisms in, respectively, Hegel's criticism of Kant, and Nietzsche's reaction
against Hegel. The first underpins marxist criticisms of the liberal university,
the second motivates post-structuralist attacks on conventional scholarship
(and on marxism).[17]

Kant himself was by no means an unambiguous exponent of the
correspondence theory of truth, given his insistence on our inability to know
anything of the noumenal world, of things-in-themselves. However, it seems
clear that he did see knowledge as something gained by a subject about
objects that are independent of that subject. Hegel's criticism raised the
question of how such knowledge could be possible. After all, if subject and
object are separate, how can the former ever gain knowledge of the latter?
For that to be possible the object would have to be something of the kind
that the subject could have knowledge of. Yet there is nothing in Kant (or
for that matter in the assumptions of other modern proponents of the
correspondence theory of truth) that can guarantee this. Hegel's solution to
this problem, inherited by Marx, is that the subject/object split does indeed
obstruct and distort our knowledge of the world, even humanity's knowledge
of itself, but that this split is not a permanent feature of human life. Over the
course of historical development, albeit in a dialectical rather than a simply
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Reflections on the Liberal University

incremental fashion, subject and object come to be (re)united, and at that
point true knowledge is possible. Marx differs from Hegel primarily in his
view of the motor and end-point of historical development. He retains
Hegel's teleological view of history, certainly in his early work. [18]

Equally significant for subsequent developments has been the radical
sociology of knowledge built into Marx's position. This treats truth as
selectively available according to social location: under capitalism the
proletariat have privileged (though not automatic) access to the truth about
society and history because they are the universal class whose interest it is to
overthrow capitalism and thereby to emancipate themselves and everyone
else. This emancipation overcomes the historical split between humanity as
subject and as object. And it is this that provides the basis for marxist claims
for the validity of their comprehensive theory of social reality.

In recent years many of the radical Left have abandoned the
teleological element of this position; though some have retained the core idea
of Marx's sociology of knowledge and extended it, a good example being
feminist standpoint theory (for example Hartsock, 1983; Harding, 1986, Ch.
6). Rejection of the notion of teleological historical development seems
sensible. It is very difficult to defend. However, the idea that some category
of human being has privileged access to the truth about society, or anything
else, is just as problematic (Hammersley, 1992, Ch. 6). It is almost
impossible to prevent it collapsing into relativism. And, indeed, in recent
years increasing numbers of social scientists have embraced relativism to one
degree or another, and more or less explicitly. Recently, the most influential
sources have been post-structuralists like Foucault, with Nietzche looming in
the background. Here, all knowledge is treated as simply as expression of the
will to power, and therefore as not representing anything.

Neither Nietzsche nor Foucault are unequivocal relativists, but their
positions leave little room for rational political commitment. Thus, while
Foucault's political sympathies differ markedly from those of Nietzsche,
neither is able logically to treat those sympathies as anything more than
irrational commitments. [19] In this respect, they are in much the same
position as Weber.

A political orientation sometimes to be found among relativists today is
a commitment to radical participatory democracy, involving equal
representation of all Voices', as against the way in which some are privileged
in current social arrangements and others not heard. The relativist
assumption here, of course, is that all voices are valid in their own terms,
though often this is qualified by some sort of standpoint theory privileging
the perspectives of the oppressed (see, for example, Clifford, 1986; Harding,
1986, 1987; Gless & Smith, 1990). This is to use relativism to question and
undermine privilege. But followed through to its logical conclusion it
involves a futile attempt to overcome by moral means the cognitive anarchy
created by relativism. It fails because, given relativism, belief in democracy is
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no more rationally defensible than, for example, Nietzsche's politics of the
overman or Heidegger's National Socialism.

I am not trying to suggest that the cognitive challenge is no challenge at
all, merely that the conclusions sometimes drawn from it are not convincing.
Of course, the question remains of what defensible notion of rationality is
available for use by liberals. I have sought to answer this question elsewhere,
arguing that a fallibilist non-foundationalism is compatible with a moderate
realism, and that much the same approach can be applied to both factual
and value issues (Hammersley, 1992, Ch. 4).[20] The point I want to make
here is that this cognitive challenge also faces proponents of the economic
model and those representatives of the ideological model who are not
prepared to abandon rational argument.

Furthermore, I think the strengths of the liberal position are clear. It is
not necessarily committed to some kind of naive foundationalism; it is
compatible with subtle forms of realism, of the kind to which (it seems to
me) anybody with any sort of political or ethical concerns must also be
committed. Nor does the liberal model necessarily imply that rational
knowledge is only available to an intellectual elite located in the universities.
All that it requires is that such knowledge be possible and that academics in
universities can play a significant role in producing it. At the same time, it
avoids the problems I have identified with the economic and ideological
models. It does not require us to live in a society where economic success is
the only criterion of value, nor are we forced to be 'good', or to be 'free', in
the manner of the ideological model.

Conclusion

I have argued, then, that the liberal conception of the university is organised
around three key ideas. First that the primary goal is the production and
dissemination of knowledge that is intrinsically valuable and which
constitutes a general cultural resource. Second and third are the supporting
notions of academic autonomy and neutrality. I underlined the fact that
autonomy is always a matter of degree, and that neutrality implies not
treating as settled anything about which there is not substantial rational
consensus.

In the second half of the paper I looked at criticisms of the liberal
model coming from advocates of the economic and ideological models of the
university. I argued that, though they raise important problems, neither the
political nor the cognitive challenge to liberalism serves to undermine it, and
that neither of the alternatives, nor even some form of radical democracy,
offers a more convincing basis for the social organisation of the university.

As I explained at the beginning of this paper, I have been concerned
here with ideas about universities, rather than with how they are currently
organised and their changing context. It may be, of course, that even if
liberal universities are desirable they cannot survive in present political and
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Reflections on the Liberal University

social circumstances. Even if this is true, though, we must recognise the
situation and not drift into identifying the real with the ideal. Furthermore,
we should be suspicious of arguments that promote ideals on the grounds
that they alone are politically realistic. [21] Declaring that 'there is no other
way' can be a convenient device for avoiding consideration of the most
important issues. And it is a strategy to which academics should be the last
to resort or to succumb.
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Notes

[1] This paper is organised around concepts whose meanings are often sharply contested. To take
just the major ones, neither liberalism' nor 'university* is a term that enjoys consensual
usage. The first has been interpreted in a wide variety of ways. Even those who call
themselves liberals often differ substantially about their commitments. And critics sometimes
use the term as little more than an expression of disapproval. There is also a rather specific
ambiguity in the meaning of the term 'liberal' that is of particular significance for this paper.
It arises from the discrepancy between its meaning in the context of political philosophy and
the sense implied by the phrase liberal education'. A liberal education is not in any
straightforward sense an education informed by the principles of liberal political philosophy. I
wQl draw on both senses in my discussion, but there is clearly a need for caution. The term
•university" is potentially equally troublesome, but these troubles turn out to be substantially
the same as those surrounding 'liberalism'. I will avoid most of them by using the term in a
purely descriptive, though rather vague, sense to refer to all institutions of higher education.

[2] For an interesting account of this decline in the case of the German university, see Lobkowicz
(1987).

[3] These assumptions form part of a general commitment to rationality. The latter is of course a
very troublesome concept and I will explore some of the problems involved in it later. It is
also worth pointing out that liberals' commitment to rationality is highly variable. There is a
strong element of scepticism in much liberalism, one manifestation of which is doubt about
our ability to come to rational conclusions that run against our desires. Much
post-structuralism represents an extreme and sociologised version of this idea.

[4] See Ferruolo (1985) for the argument that the establishment of the European universities was
not simply a response to the demand for occupational training but more importantly reflected
a commitment to the pursuit of learning. As regards the Greek concept of theory, see Lear
(1988), Lobkowicz (1967) and Ball (1977).

[5] For a useful review see Conrad & Wyer (1980).
[6] Popper does not state this explicity, but it seems to me to inform his whole account of

science, and is not incompatible either with his evolutionary epistemology or with his
recommendation of piecemeal social engineering based on applied research. And, of course, it
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is congruent with his political liberalism (see, for instance, Popper, 1963, Chs 17 and 18).
Polanyi is very explicit about this issue (see Polanyi, 1961,1962).

[7] The work of Kuhn (1970) has been the stimulus for much reconsideration of the notion of
scientific progress, though Kuhn himself seems ambiguous (see Newton-Smith, 1981)..

[8] This may usefully be seen as an example of the licence demanded by, and sometimes granted
to, professionals (see Hughes, 1971, pp. 287-292). This definition of academic autonomy is
narrower than that often employed, being focussed on the work of academics rather than on
civil liberties in general. On the history and definition of the concept of academic freedom see
Hofstadter & Metzger (1955) and the chapters by van Alstyne, Searle, Rorty and Schmitt in
Pincoffs (1975).

[9] Weber also championed the cause of those who were denied positions for political reasons,
despite their obvious talents, such as Roberto Michels and Gyorgy Lukacs.

[10] Elsewhere in the same article Weber qualifies this position:
The one element of any 'genuine' ultimate outlook which they [universities] can legitimately
offer their students to aid them in their path through life is the habit of accepting the
obligation of intellectual integrity; this entails relentless clarity about themselves. Everything
else - the entire substance of his aspirations and goals - the individual must achieve for himself
in confronting the tasks and problems of life. (Weber, 1974, p. 21)

[11] The growth of the economics of education is an indication of the increasing influence of the
economic model. A key early text exemplifying this model of the university is Kerr (1964).
The Robbins Report's arguments for co-ordination and expansion of higher education were
also in large part premissed on arguments deriving from this model (Robbins, 1963). In
relation to research the growth of science policy studies is an equivalent indicator. It should
be said, though, that many lay advocates of the economic model hold to doctrines now
abandoned by most educational economists today. On the second generation of studies in the
economics of education see Blaug (1983). '

[12] The term 'ideological model' can be read as derogatory, and indeed so it is from a liberal
point of view. I will endeavour to use it in a descriptive sense here.

[13] On the problem of academic freedom in Catholic universities, see Annarelli (1987) and
Curran (1990).

[14] Leftist versions are usually grounded in Hegel, via Marx. The basis for the ideological model
in Hegel is his notion of positive freedom, usefully discussed by Singer (1983, Ch. 3). For an
overview of Soviet higher education, see Matthews (1982, Ch. 4). In practice Eastern
European universities seem to have also operated under the influence of a version of the
economic model. Immediately after the Revolution the Soviet reformers seem to have
retained some commitment to aspects of liberal ideas, but these were soon casualties in their
battles with the universities, whose staff and students were generally anti-communist (see
Fitzpatrick, 1970, pp. 68-88). I am not, of course, suggesting that pre-revolutionary Russian
universities were liberal (see McClelland, 1979). On Heidegger's National Socialism see
Heidegger (1985, 1988), and for background, Wolin (1990), Zuckert (1990) and Social
Research, 56 ,4 , 1989.

[15] One of the most influential deployments of this argument in Britain in recent years has of
course been against the teaching of'educational theory1, including the sociology of education,
to trainee teachers. This was combined with another argument, which I will examine below:
that the teaching of theory to teachers, and especially of sociology, has had undesirable
effects.

[16] On the issue of whether liberalism can or should avoid judgements about the good, see the
discussions in Larmore (1987), Flathman (1989) and Galston (1991).

[17] For Hegel on Kant, see Singer (1983, Ch. 4) and Walsh (1987). As regards Nietzsche's
reaction to Hegel, see Houlgate (1986). On the post-structuralists and Nietzsche, see Dews
(1987). For an interesting argument that the post-structuralists have misinterpreted
Nietzsche, neglecting his later views on truth, see Clark (1990).
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[18] For an illuminating discussion of Hegel and Marx from this point of view, see Prokopczyk
(1980).

[19] On Foucault's politics, see Walzer (1983). Nietzsche was not an anti-semite or a supporter of
German nationalism, but he was no democrat: see Dannhauser (1974). On the relativism of
Nietzsche and Foucault, see Dews (1987).

[20] For a different approach to the same issue, see Searle (1990, p . 40).

[21] Kerr (1964, p . 6) provides the precedent here, claiming that the 'multiversity' "has its reality
rooted in the logic of history. It is an imperative rather than a reasoned choice among elegant
alternatives*.
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