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Beyond the Ivory Tower: the role of University in
contemporary society

Beatrice Rabai

DOI: 10.13130/2723-9195/2021-2-15

L'articolo si sofferma su alcune questioni concernenti il rapporto tra le politiche
dell’Unione europea in materia di istruzione superiore e i profondi cambiamenti in
atto nel sistema universitario italiano.

The aim of this article is to analyse some questions concerning the relationship
between the policy of the European Union in the Higher education and the profound
changes taking place in the Italian university system.

1. Foreward

«A University is a place […] whither students come from every quarter for every
kind of knowledge; […] a place for the communication and circulation of thought,
by means of personal intercourse […] It is the place to which a thousand schools
make contributions; in which the intellect may safely range and speculate. It is a
place where inquiry is pushed forward,…discoveries verified and perfected, and […]
error exposed, by the collision of mind with mind, and knowledge with
knowledge»[1].
Today, universities play a decisive roles in shaping culture and civilisation of
modern society, as actors in broader society and as places where intercultural
dialogue is put into practice.
Higher education is essential to societies and an important part of its
contribution is linked to its democratic mission.
The academic community fulfils this mission through its impact on broader
society as well as through teaching, learning and research.
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In this regard, academic freedom and institutional autonomy are increasingly
important components of contemporary academic life[2].
However, these fundamental democratic values vary between countries and
continents.
In the US, for instance, the focus is largely on academic freedom and its
connection to the right to free speech on college campuses[3].
On the contrary, in Europe the focus has so far largely been on institutional
autonomy.
In particular, the autonomy of university is linked to the capacity of higher
education institutions to decide on matters such as their organization, financial
issues, personnel and curricular policies (in other words, the power of a higher
education institution to govern itself without external control, or self-
governance), but the degree of freedom of universities varies greatly from country
to country[4].
National higher education systems differ so much that there is no single solution
that results in a uniform, universally accepted model in the foreseeable future.

2. The European Union’s competence in the field of
education and the rule of soft law

Higher education is traditionally a very domestic issue.
The introduction of a competence of the European Union in the field of
education has represented a complicated transition, where attempts have been
made, on the one hand, to maintain the national cultural identity and, on the
other hand, to encourage the abolition of defensive barriers, through the
promotion of the transnational mobility of students and teachers[5].
The specific chapter of the Treaty on the Functioning of the EU (TFEU) on
education, and in particular its article 165 (1)[6], offers limited competences for
the European community.
This provision, introduced by the Maastricht Treaty, acknowledges a role for the
EU in educational matters, but limits this role to a complementary and subsidiary
one to that of the Member States[7].
Therefore, the European Union does not have an all embracing policy on higher
education, which is certainly true if we only take into account the rules of the
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Treaty and the obligatory sources of European law.
Nevertheless, if we extend our analysis to the soft law documents (such as a
support programmes and the Open Method of Coordination- OMT[8]), it
becomes obvious that the
European Commission has comprehensive and well-elaborated ideas on the
proper role of Universities in Europe[9].
The funding policies, in addition, show a strict interconnection between
economic and industrial goals of EU institutions and academic research. Horizon
2020 represents a clear example.
The open method of coordination, that emerged after the Lisbon strategy in
2000, is a mechanism to deliver this policy cooperation in higher education.
The monitored coordination constitutes the “essence” of the Bologna Process [10]

and this instrument works by having individual countries implement the ratified
objectives within national law.
With particular reference to autonomy and academic freedom, the OMT could
be a new context in which the dialogue between European institutions and
Member States find new solutions in order to implement the Bologna Process[11]

and the project of a European Higher Education without asking academic
research to show its industrial and economic application and impacts.
In spite of this limiting formal framework, over the last three decades, the EU’s
influence in the field of Higher education has constantly increased, causing
important changes.
In particular, the Lisbon Strategy encompasses the Commission’s contribution
to the intergovernmental Bologna Process, aiming to establish a European
Higher Education Area, mainly in the areas of curricular reform and quality
assurance.
At the same time, through soft governance processes promoted by the Bologna
Process, Eu Lisbon strategy, and later Europe 2020, the EU institutions are
imposing a European HE governance based on standards and comparison.
As S. Garben said, «all the reforms seem to be directed at a modernisation of the
national higher education systems and institutions, with economic considerations
playing an increasingly important role»[12].
So, education becomes the key to both economic and social sustainability in
Europe.
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In order to realize the objective of creating a «Europe of knowledge»[13],
universities are pressed to perform their traditional functions (such as teaching
and research) more efficiently in an increasingly globalized environment
characterized by severe competition.
In most EU countries the numerous higher education reforms are the
consequence of the dissemination of New Public management (NPM)[14].
Indeed, the academic system is one area that has been strongly affected by the
implementation of NPM: the rise of the knowledge society, the economic crises,
the increased competition and the globalization have put upward pressure.
Overall, it is evident that neoliberal policies and process (such as marketization,
competition and management by performance measures) have gained a profound
influence over the governance of universities, as well as over the activities of
research, teaching and learning within such institution.
And the European context certainly has influenced also National legislators.

3. Effect on Italian academic work and the academic
profession

The italian university system has also been inspired by NPM, and this aspect
influences the relationship betwen centralism and autonomy, and in particular
the relationship between State and University[15].
In December 2010 a comprehensive reform (l. n. 240/2010, the so called
“Gelmini legislation”) changed the institutional governance and internal
organization of Italian state universities[16].
Italy adopted a performance-based system for funding universities which is
centered on the results of a national research assessment exercise, conducted by
the Italian governmental agency for evaluation of universities and research
(ANVUR)[17].
The declared objective of the university reform is, as some authors said, «to
improve the operative capabilities and the impact of research also thanks to
autonomy, a principle constitutionally guaranteed, but […] The results of the
reform and the ways in which the evaluation system has been carried out have
brought […] to claim that in reality the level of autonomy of the universities instead
of increasing has been compressed in favor of the State which uses evaluation as a
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means to govern the university world: from the “Controller State” we move on to the
“Evaluation State”»[18].
In order to provide an example, we can make reference to the principal role of
MUR[19] (Ministry of Universities and Research) in defining the criteria and the
evaluation parameters: the relationship between ANVUR and MUR represents
certanly an obstacle to the respect of freedom of science in terms of prohibition
of political interference.
Another aspect that needs to be highlighted concerns the techical and
methodological choices.
Both the adoption of quantitative parameters and standards and the selection
and progression of the personal academic career are open to criticism from
multiple points of view, not only for the evaluation of research quality (VQR[20]),
but also for the classification of scientific journals, the qualification of candidates
for national scientific qualification (ASN[21]), the teaching quality assurance
procedure (self assessment, periodic evaluation, accreditation - AVA[22]) .
Firstly, quantitative method for the evaluation of research performance is unable
to attribute the value of the results of scientific research in humanities and social
sciences (soft sciences).
Secondly, the current evaluation system increases negative behaviour in the
academic world, because it encourages standardization and homologation of
knowledge.
Indeed, in recent years due to the financial problems arising from the large public
debt, the pressure to reduce public spending has been perceived as more and
more urgent, and has put even more pressure on the higher education system for
efficiency[23].
So Anvur’s evaluation determines the allocation of public funding to universities
and research institutes and this is a consequence of increasing pressures on the
state budget.
This transformation of the university from being government funded to
becoming market-oriented is affecting various aspects of creation and
transmission of knowledge and is bound to create a series of conflicts.
According to the economic theory of incentives[24], behaviour is primarily
extrinsically motivated: individuals are more motivated to perform activities if
they receive a reward, rather than simply because they enjoy the activities
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themselves.
But a large literature in psychology[25] and more recently in economics[26], has
argued that monetary incentives (rewards) and punishments are often
counterproductive, because they undermine «intrinsic motivation», which
represents a self-determined behaviour instigated by an individual’s personal
willingness and genuine desire[27].
Intrinsic motivation certainly has a central role in academic research.
Self-determination theories therefore suggest that the choice to link the
evaluation to a financial rewards system is destined to lead in the long term to a
weakening of the intrinsic motivation of academics evaluated, increasing the risk
of a standardization of knowledge.

4. Conclusion

Traditionally the academic profession played a strong role in the internal steering
of their institution, whereas academic self-governance has been replaced by top-
down management practices in many higher education systems.
The lack of adequate government budgetary support of the higher education is
creating acute financial pressure on universities; so universities are increasingly
looking to the market for revenue generation.
So, in different European countries universities are transforming into corporate
universities: students are viewed as “customers” and teachers as “service
providers”.
In this vision, universities are seen as institutions in a quasi-market in which
political authority appoints external agents and imposes incentive to align to its
goals the interests of the universities and of those who work there.
In this regard, it is very important remember that academic freedom is a
precondition for the advancement of knowledge, but the quality of the
advancement of knowledge is interdependent with the level of academic
freedom.
For a long time, University has been considered to be overly detached from
society; the image frequenlty used is that of a community enclosed in its “Ivory
Tower”[28].
However, the idea of University as an Ivory Tower could also be partly reclaimed
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as something to be defended.
University as a place for developing knowledge whose governance is not
influenced by economic use but by the individual as part of a cohesive
community with a common vision[29] and a sense of belonging, where diversity is
valued, not hindered.
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