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“Education is an important key...but the good
l i f e ’s never won by degre e s . . .”—so sang Brya n
Fe r ry in 1973, himself the holder of a Fine A r t
d e gree from the Unive rsity of New c a s t l e .1 Th i s
p rovo c a t ive theme of what may or may not be
a ch i eved by unive rsity graduates is one of the
issues taken up in Duke Maskell and Ian
R o b i n s o n ’s The New Idea of the University, a timely
critique of the Labour Pa r t y ’s reinscription of the
ro l e , meaning and ideological fra m ewo rk of the
British unive rs i t y. In ch a p t e rs focusing upon “ Th e
Economic Case for Higher Education”, “ The Old
Idea of the Unive rs i t y ” ,“ The New Unive rsity fo r
L i f e ” , and “ L evering Up Standards or To p - D ow n
D r ive l ” ,M a s kell and Robinson systematically con-
sider recent changes within higher education, p ro-
viding what is clearly a polemic against what they
see as the gove r n m e n t ’s out-and-out attack on the
u n ive rsities and their long-held moral and intellec-
tual place within British culture .

“ The wo rd “ u n ive rs i t y ” ” , write Maskell and
R o b i n s o n , “has a history which makes some things
almost impossible to say, for example that the uni-
ve rsity should be for all, or for job-tra i n i n g , or to
m a ke us rich .” ( P. 6 5 ) . Later in their book they
o b s e rve :

“Scholars are t raditionally poor; which is not i d e a l ,b u ti t
is positively a bad thing for them to become fat c at s, o r
to ex p e ct to be co u rted by co m p a ny boards looking fo r
rising ent re p re n e u r s .The educated ought to have a
reasonable chance of a co m fo rtable life in the clerisy, b u t
n o t to ex p e ct a dire ct link between a degree and t h e
c re ation of we a l t h .” ( P. 1 8 3 )

But that which it is “almost impossible to say ”
about the unive rsity has today become not mere ly
“ p o s s i b l e ” but a new orthodox y, one spouted at
eve ry turn, both by apologists for the tra n s fo r m a-
tion of the unive rsities into pro fit - d r iven business-
e s , and for those who demand an allegedly
d e m o c ratic increase in student nu m b e rs , a matter
l i n ked to the widening of unive rsity access to
those who have been excluded in the past.Th e
u n ive rs i t y ’s substantial history as a place in which
critical and individual thought has been encour-
aged and protected from the whims of the marke t-
place has been, as the authors of this book make
c l e a r, p u l verised into inv i s i b i l i t y, o b s c u red by the
s m o ke - s c reens of pro fit and mock democra t i c
access for all. In the “ N ew Unive rs i t y ” emphasis is
placed for the most part upon the supposedly
p ro fit ab l e , utilitarian features of taking up a
d e gree course place. For the Labour Party and its
s u p p o r t e rs , suggest Maskell and Robinson, “ . . . e d u-
cation is an inve s t m e n t . Education is the same as
t raining; education is useful; education will make
us rich .” ( P. 4 )

Quite aside from their ab h o r rence at the way
u n ive rsity managers and “the modern career acad-
e m i c ”( p. 41) have taken to this new model of
what it is that unive rsities should be ab o u t ,t h e
a u t h o rs of this book rightly attend to the ab s u rd i-
ty of such claims, mapping out in their opening
chapter just how pathetically untrue, and indeed
just how scientific a l ly unsound is the arg u m e n t ,
p roposed by gove r n m e n t - s p o n s o red economists,
that “ p ro fit ab i l i t y ” and a unive rsity education
a u t o m a t i c a l ly corre s p o n d .“ H ow can we know ” ,

t h ey ask, “whether education makes people more
p ro d u c t ive or not? We can’t . We just don’t know in
a ny such way as economists understand know l-
e d g e . But we invest billions eve ry year on the
assumption that we can and do know, all the
s a m e .” ( P. 1 6 )

M a s kell and Robinson take issue with the ve ry
notion that the unive rsities need to be ex p a n d e d
at all, i r re s p e c t ive of any arguments revo l v i n g
a round ideas of access for those who have been
hitherto ex c l u d e d :

“The ent i re stat e - s u b s i d i zed expansion of higher
e d u c at i o n ,m a i ntained by so many gove r n m e nts over so
m a ny ye a r s, with no semblance of justification offe re d
for it t h at i s n’ te co n o m i c , has been, i ts e e m s, a
t remendous erro r, e co n o m i c a l l y. And if the subsidies
we re withdraw n , the grotesquely bloated system t h ey
h ave cre ated would shrink back to something t h at
made economic (and educational) sense. The so-c a l l e d
c u s tomers would be found simply not to ex i s t and t h e
s o -called need for this so-called education would va n i s h
with t h e m . In its pre s e nt shape and size the whole t h i n g
is simply a cre ation of wa s t e f u l n e s s .” ( P. 1 3 )

In the closing pages of the book it is suggested
that what should in part replace unive rsity ex p a n-
sion is a return to some form of technical tra i n i n g ,
a reinstating of the poly t e ch n i c s , funded in larg e
m e a s u re by those businesses who would wish their
f u t u re employees be “ t ra i n e d ” — w h i ch is not to be
confused with “educated”—in specific job-re l a t e d
skills and ab i l i t i e s .This distinction between edu-
cation and training is marke d ly present thro u g h-
out the vo l u m e .M a s kell and Robinson do not
sneer at the notion of employ m e n t - related tra i n-
i n g , rather they emphasise that education is a ve ry
d i f f e rent thing to the learning of skills necessary
to the carrying out of specific technical tasks.

The question of the relationship between the
u n ive rsity and truth surfaces at seve ral points.
P resenting the unive rsity as a place in which criti-
cal thought is to be assiduously encoura g e d ,
M a s kell and Robinson emphasise that education
should connect with life in general rather than
just to one’s care e r, and teaching should take
place in a way that extends discussion well beyo n d
the narrow confines of a given academic subject.
Th ey go so far as to state that “ t e a ch i n g ” is in fa c t
too problematic a term for this ex ch a n g e ,l i n k i n g
this wo rd to the new situation in which students
a re expected to re g u rg i t a t e , in exams or essay s ,
particular facts transmitted in “ c o u rs e s ” or “ m o d-
u l e s ” , a means of information transmission that
can be easily policed by government ex a m i n i n g
b o a rd s . Citing at length the wo rks of J. H .
N ewman and of Jane Au s t e n ,M a s kell and
Robinson propose that these writers’ ideas on edu-
cation offer an important, d e s i rable model of how
education should take place and of what it means
to be educated, as opposed to tra i n e d .“ Ja n e
Au s t e n ” ,t h ey point out, “ c o n s i s t e n t ly, s y s t e m a t i-
c a l ly, p resents the instructed mentality as the
opposite of the educated, and the reception of
instruction as one way of not being educated at
a l l .” ( P. 3 9 ) . Whilst citing such fig u res fits perfectly
well with the general critical thrust of The New
Idea of the University, M a s kell and Robinson’s
respect for “English Litera t u re ” is sometimes a lit-
tle too intense, as though close attention to this
subject we re the sole means of saving the unive r-
sity from itself.The ex p ression “common sense” i s
also used throughout the book as though it we re
an unloaded term, though it might easily be used

by government ministers to defend their ra d i c a l
restructuring of higher education. After all, in our
i n c re a s i n g ly commodified culture it can too easily
appear “right and pro p e r ” that one should pay fo r
o n e ’s education.

This idea is, h oweve r, another gove r n m e n t -
speak cliché that is held up to scrutiny by Maske l l
and Robinson, as is the whole apparatus of the
N ew Unive rsity: the ex t racting of huge fees fro m
students and their pare n t s , the interminable quali-
ty inspections, the churning out of more and more
pieces of so-called “ re s e a rch ” designed solely with
m o n ey - g e n e ration in mind, the pro l i f e ration of
m a n a g e rs with their ugly, i n s e n s i t ive ,s e l f - s e rv i n g
ideas about turning unive rsities into pro fit ab l e
business ve n t u re s .These and other pernicious fea-
t u res of the unive rsity as it pre s e n t ly stands or is
t rying to become are all spelt out in The New Idea
of the University and taken to task with mu ch per-
tinent and constructive arg u m e n t .

This book should be taken seriously by those
who determine the fate of the unive rs i t y, i n c l u d-
ing staff, students and potential students, as we l l
as those ministers and administra t o rs who have
been influential in carrying out the immense
restructuring of recent ye a rs .To reve rse the
p rocess that has ruined what we re once, w h a t eve r
their problems and contra d i c t i o n s , important cen-
t res of intellect and invention will not be easy. A s
M a s kell and Robinson all too conv i n c i n g ly indi-
c a t e ,“ The real crisis in British education is not at
the bottom, amongst an underc l a s s , but at the top,
amongst those in ch a rg e .” ( P. 1 4 4 )

N o t e s
1 .B ryan Fe r ry, “ S t reet Life”, included on the Rox y
Music LP/CD Stra n d e d , EG Record s ,1 9 7 3 .
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