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I can think of no decision of a new university that is more critical than its choice of 

what to study. When it has chosen a particular subject it must appoint staff, build up a 

library, perhaps erect a building and install equipment. And all this will probably 

commit it to the subject irrevocably. Appoint a professor, in whatever circumstances 

and for whatever reason, and you have probably accepted his subject for all time. The 

professor will die but his department may well live on for ever. At Essex we have  

decided to restrict ourselves in the first few years to only three fields of study: the 

physical sciences, social studies, and comparative studies. There will be serious  

omissions: the biological sciences, for example, earth sciences like geology, and all 

the professional schools. These omissions are regrettable but they are not capricious. I 

did not lightly pass over classics in Roman Colchester, or exclude, with a French  

wife, the study of France. Last week I broached the case for big departments. Today  

I want to follow the argument farther to explain why at Essex we are concentrating  

on such a narrow range of studies. I shall then try to justify the particular choice we 

have made.  

 

A primary function of a university must be to engage in research. It can discharge its 

responsibility to train future researchers only if it is itself a place where research is 

done. And research is the guarantee of its academic standards. It has always been the 

special quality of a university not only that its teaching is informed and vitalized by 

the discovery of new knowledge but that it counts among its members the most 

original and fertile minds in all branches of learning. There are other reasons why it is 

desirable that universities should be places of research. Although no easy distinction 

can be made between pure and applied research, they are freer than, say, the research 

division of an industrial firm, to engage in pure research, to pursue a problem less for 

its application to an immediate need than for its own sake. Their work is done in the 

context of a far wider range of subjects than is usual either in industry or in a research 

centre devoted to a particular field. And a professor can speak out on national issues 

of science and scholarship, as a scientist in a government research centre cannot. So 

universities must go on being places of scholarly investigation.  

 

But the scale of modem research, particularly in science, is such that our universities 

have either to revolutionize their methods (which I hope they will do) or abandon the 

attempt to compete with government and industrial research establishments in this 

country and with leading universities abroad. No one person can any longer know the 

whole of subjects like physics or chemistry or biology or even their major 

subdivisions, and scientific inquiry in an increasing number of fields requires research 

teams. Only big departments can provide such teams with experts in all the different 

branches of a subject which a project may require. Only big departments too can carry 

the heavy costs involved. Just as the Faradays have given way to the research teams 

so the ice-bucket has been replaced by computers and cyclotrons. Research work 
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today calls for the use of a wide range of equipment, and equipment which is 

becoming increasingly complex and accurate. For example, in less than fifty years 

instruments which measured one thousandth of a second have been developed to 

measure one thousandth of a millionth of a second. The increased sophistication of 

equipment of all kinds means enormously increased costs, both capital and 

maintenance, which small departments simply cannot afford. As a result, they have to 

make do with obsolete equipment which bears little resemblance to what is found in 

the laboratories of industry and research institutions, and so their experimental 

courses cannot be brought fully up to date. And only when university departments in 

this country do have teams and equipment comparable to those of other research 

establishments will they be offered the kind of large.- scale contract which is given by 

American government and industry to places like Berkeley and the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology.  

 

Big departments are necessary also in many fields to recruit and retain first-rate staff. 

The best scientists not only insist upon laboratories with the latest equipment, they 

look for the collaboration of eminent colleagues. One good scientist attracts another. 

He attracts good students too. And bright young lecturers are drawn by the 

opportunities for promotion which only a big department can offer, particularly one 

with a number of professorships.  

 

The tradition of a department with a single professor permanently at its head has been 

so strong in this country that in twenty-five years the ratio of professors to total 

university staff has been reduced from one to five to one to eight. In the same period 

the trend in America has been in the opposite direction. Recent returns from 

comparable American universities show an average ratio of one full professor to three 

other established members of staff. The so-called ‘brain drain’ can be at any rate 

partially explained by the sense of frustration of many of our university scientists. 

One other point in favour of a big department is that it provides far more opportunity 

for international exchange. It is better able to accommodate visiting professors  

and, with an international reputation, can be a Mecca attracting to itself scholars from 

all over the world who want to work with other distinguished scholars in their own 

subjects. It can also more easily give leave of absence to its own members. Members 

of staff can, of course, become a little too mobile. The lecturer who has been so long 

in one place that he has become stale and parochial is no more to be deplored than the 

absentee professor who is only really happy on airport tarmac.  

 

 

Increasing Use of Expensive Equipment  
The arguments for big departments are more powerful in science than in social studies 

and the humanities, where there is not the same need for research groups or for 

equipment. But whatever the field it is always stimulating to be with colleagues 

working on allied problems, and the use of expensive equipment in social studies and 

in the humanities is increasing. The student of econometrics needs a computer, the 

student of languages a language laboratory. And all scholars require books. They need 

to have ready access to a comprehensive collection of books and periodicals in their 

particular field, many of which will be rarely used by the undergraduate, but will be 

indispensable to the researcher. It is easy for Princeton with a library of 1,500,000 

books for 3,000 students to cover a wide range of subjects. But the librarian of a new 
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university can build up large research collections only for a few big departments with 

strong graduate divisions.  

 

Believe it or not, the average number of academic staff in university departments in 

Great Britain in 1961-62 was seven. Even in science it was only ten. Departments in 

all fields, but particularly in science, will have to become very much bigger with staff 

running sometimes up to a hundred or so. Essex at all events aims at big departments 

from the beginning, even though it will be able to afford only a few of them. We will 

try to do a few things well, rather than spread our resources over the whole range of 

studies with the risk of being for many years third- or fourth-rate in them all, and by 

concentrating on a few fields our growth should be organic.  

 

It is, of course, easier said than done. No subject can be precisely delineated; it 

merges imperceptibly into related subjects. Every member of staff could argue that 

there are subjects so closely linked with his own that they should be represented. I am 

sure there will be constant pressure to introduce new subjects and we must be 

reasonably flexible. But if we are to build up departments which are nationally, not to 

say internationally, competitive we shall have to stand by the principle of 

concentration. It is the Montgomery technique. Attack on a narrow front, and where 

there is a break-through go hell-bent ahead.  

 

 

Generating Horsepower  
At this point I should perhaps explain that departments of related subjects will be 

grouped into schools of study. We intend our departments to be big enough to be 

effective, big enough also to carry at least two, in time perhaps as many as ten, 

professors. But we hope to keep them small enough as social units to allow a close 

and valuable relationship between their members. And no one who has ever worked in 

a lively department can doubt its compelling strength and momentum. Functioning 

properly it can really generate a lot of horsepower. But knowledge is undivided. It 

cannot be fitted neatly into departmental pigeon-holes. And although there are points 

of intensity which allow subjects to be identified, the allocation of these subjects to 

isolated and self- sufficient departments has discouraged the development of areas 

that fall between them. For this reason our schools of study will be the chief academic 

units. Students, for example, will be admitted to schools not to departments, and they 

will follow in their first year a scheme of study common to the school. Staff will 

collaborate with other members of the same school in providing integrated courses, 

and they will share the same amenities. The grouping of departments within schools 

will, we hope, strengthen the links between them, and the particular groupings of 

Essex will give it a curriculum which is distinctive. At its lowest level we shall at 

least contribute something to the diversity of British universities. The different 

schools will themselves overlap, and certain departments will belong to more than 

one. Schools of study as we conceive them are intended to ensure the close 

association of departments with common interests. Just how they fulfil their function 

time alone will tell.  

 

Big departments mean that the university itself must eventually be big, even though it 

will never include every academic subject. The belief that the word ‘university’ 

means or has meant a place which offers every subject is, of course, mistaken. The 

medieval meaning of the word is a corporation, not to pursue all subjects but for all to 
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join. Even so, there are certain fields of study which in one form or another every 

established university ought to cover: the basic humanities like language, literature, 

and history; the basic sciences like physics, chemistry, and biology; and the basic 

social sciences like economics, sociology, and politics. In addition, there will be other 

more specialized branches which a particular university will wish to offer: some of 

the many professional schools and uncommon subjects like colour chemistry and 

Catalan. And twenty or thirty big departments and a few small ones can easily add up 

to a total population of 10,000. A few universities situated in large towns will be 

bigger than this, with 20,000 or more. Some others will be much smaller for, although 

a big university may retain its sense of unity, it will not be the right place for every 

student. Beyond a certain size even an oyster is not to everyone’s taste.  

 

 

The National Need  
The decision to choose only a few subjects raises the second main question which I 

want to discuss here, the factors which we had in mind when making our choice. First 

and foremost we took account of what broadly may be called the national need, 

though this is something which is exceedingly difficult to determine. For we are 

concerned less with present requirements than with those of ten or twenty years 

ahead, the time it may take for all the branches of a new subject to be fully 

established, or even further ahead when graduates in these subjects will still be in 

employment. An immediate need rarely coincides with a more distant one. The 

demand for nuclear physicists in the nineteen- fifties did not mean that the demand 

would still exist in the nineteen-sixties, much less that the exciting developments in 

physics in the next twenty years or so will be in the nuclear branch. Universities must 

of course satisfy present needs, but their greatness depends upon their ability to see 

the potentiality of subjects which have yet to be exploited. A new university like 

Essex can look only to the future. In broad terms the Grants Committee gave us help. 

It pointed out that the country’s supply of doctors and dentists, students of agriculture 

and veterinary surgeons could be met by existing universities and advised us not to 

include plans for professional schools in these subjects. It advised us also to begin 

with the humanities, the social sciences, and the pure sciences, and to allow the 

applied sciences to grow out of these basic disciplines. We were greatly helped, too, 

by the reports of the many committees set up in recent years to discover the national 

need in particular fields, from the Barlow Committee on scientific manpower to the 

Hayter Committee on Oriental, African, Slavonic and East European studies. But far 

more information is needed to ensure that the demands created by social and 

economic change are adequately met.  

 

‘National need’, then, was the first factor we took into account. The second was the 

special features of the region; in particular the leading industries of Essex with which 

we might be closely associated. Universities in this country, we believe, should work 

much more closely both with industry and with research institutions. They can 

collaborate, for example, in research projects, with senior industrial researchers 

holding part-time posts in the university, and university staff acting as consultants to 

industry. They can collaborate also in teaching, with industry providing not only part-

time lecturers but, for example, summer training schemes for students. The third 

factor was the need for a balance of subjects within the university itself. This will of 

course slowly change as some areas of study acquire importance at the expense of 

others. But universities have always offered both humane and scientific subjects. 
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They have found room, on the one hand, for the literary critic or historian, on the 

other, for the mathematician or the physicist, each with his different method of work, 

and an important part of their function has been to encourage communication between 

them. Ideally there will be scholars who are both scientist and humanist. Every 

university needs an Oppenheimer. There is no easy formula that I know of to test this 

state of balance. But extremes of imbalance are easily recognized and a university 

must be on its guard against them: departments, for example, whose very success 

attracts large research grants which can snowball so that they become in relation to 

the university as a whole disproportionately large. The humanist may need protection 

from the more affluent scientist, though in the first two or three years the scientist 

may well need protection from the humanist. For, while the humanities can be 

studied, if somewhat uncomfortably, in almost any building, the sciences need 

laboratories and expensive equipment. Essex will aim at a balance of studies from the 

beginning. We want academic staff in every field, scientists as well as humanists, to 

play their part in the policy decisions of these first years when the shape of the 

university will be determined.  

 

We shall begin, then, with a narrow range of subjects in order to build up as quickly 

as possible big departments, and in choosing these subjects we have had particularly 

in mind the national need, the special interests of the region, and the balance of  

subjects within, the university. In the rest of my lecture I want to explain the  

particular choice we have made which, at first sight, may seem somewhat peculiar. 

We shall begin, as I have said, with three fields of study: physical sciences, social 

studies, and comparative studies. In the basic sciences, the choice lay broadly between 

the physical and the biological sciences. Both are important now and offer great scope 

for the future. In the physical sciences there is the whole field of communications, in 

particular computers. In the biological sciences there is the prospect of exciting 

discoveries into the very nature of life itself. Our choice between the two was 

determined in the end by regional considerations. The physical sciences could provide 

a firm base for the study of electronics and other branches of engineering, which are 

leading industries in Essex. We were also influenced by the fact that the University of 

East Anglia had declared a special interest, in the biological sciences. With strong 

departments of mathematics and physics we intend quickly to establish a separate 

School of Engineering Science. With departments of electrical, mechanical, and, 

perhaps, materials science, we hope to train the kind of man we believe industry needs 

from the universities, scientists keen to apply their knowledge to industrial problems. 

And along with our School of Social Studies we shall eventually provide instruction 

in production engineering.  

 

Our second school is that of social studies, with departments of mathematics, 

sociology, economics, and government and, later, education. Social studies are at last 

gaining recognition in this country. We need more research into every aspect of 

modern societies, whether it is education, old age, or economic growth. We need 

more people, too, with a training in these subjects to fill administrative posts in, for 

example, hospitals, community services, and local government. Enlightened amateurs 

are giving way to professionals, and universities today must train people for these new 

professions as they have traditionally trained people for the old. Social studies will 

occupy a central position in the university’s initial range of subjects, bridging the gap 

between the traditional faculties of arts and science. And we may further strengthen 

the bridge with a school of mathematical studies. Once these first departments are 
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firmly established we shall consider the introduction of related subjects like 

management studies. Few people seriously doubt the need in this country to 

investigate the organization of business, or to provide future managers with enough 

applied economics, statistics and mathematics for them to use and evaluate the advice 

of experts. Fifty years is surely too long to have waited for a British counterpart of the 

Harvard School of Business Administration.  

 

What then of history and philosophy, language and literature, theology and classics? 

In an age of revolutionary social and scientific change interest has naturally shifted on 

to those subjects which are directly concerned with the conditions of modern life and 

away from some of the traditional humanities. But the study of the past will continue. 

The need for investigation into the perennial problems of humanity is undiminished. 

So is the need for the deepening of human experience and the mental discipline which 

accompanies it. Still, many voices of protest have been raised against the present-day 

study of the humanities, often voices of humanists themselves. The arts scholar, it is 

sometimes said, retreats into a private world of professionalism, employing his 

undoubted skills on subjects that are narrow and trivial, and using the past not as  

something living hut as a corpse to be dismembered and mutilated. I believe that 

much of this criticism is misinformed. Most university teachers of English and 

History, French and German, Latin and Greek, do concern themselves with significant 

problems, expounding areas of the past for their own generation. Imaginative scholars 

and pretentious pedants spring up together like wheat and weeds, and no field will 

ever be free of weeds. But a new university can pioneer in the humanities. Perhaps we 

do pay too much attention to the more distant past and not enough to the achievement 

of recent decades and the qualities and the techniques which have made these 

achievements possible. Perhaps also we have concerned ourselves unduly with our 

own heritage to the neglect of that of other countries, countries whose policies 

profoundly affect our own.  

 

The humanities ought to be assured of an important place in the University of Essex, 

if only because I am a student of them myself. But our school of comparative studies 

will allow a more contemporary and more international approach to the humanities 

than is usual in most universities. We shall study areas outside our own country, 

which are different from those normally offered. Instead of Greece and Rome, France 

and Germany, we shall begin with Russia, with North America and Latin America, 

and may go on to the Far East. These are areas of importance in the modern world, yet 

they are little studied in British universities. The school will start with only two 

departments, literature and government; although other subjects like history will be 

taught. But we want to avoid the danger of all inter-disciplinary approaches that, 

because of the number of subjects covered, the study of each is shallow. By requiring 

of the student intensive study either of literature or of government we can, we believe, 

ensure a discipline stoutly buttressed by theory and technique. We hope that literature 

and government, a rather unusual combination of subjects, will gain by association 

with each other. We hope, also, that both will gain by being studied in the context of 

the larger pattern of human experience which the comparative approach provides. The 

frame will be not England, nor even Western Europe, but the whole world.  

 

I should like to mention, finally, two special features of Essex, a languages centre and 

a centre for the creative arts. Russian and Spanish will of course be required at once 

by our school of comparative studies. But the knowledge of at least one foreign 
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language is an essential qualification today for an increasing number of jobs. We 

should like to encourage students from every part of the university, not just from 

comparative studies, to I am a language. And we should like to provide the facilities 

for really practical instruction, to allow a student to understand a language and speak 

it fluently. We propose, therefore, a new venture in language teaching, a languages 

centre, which will be independent of any department. It will begin by providing 

instruction in the principal languages, in French and German, and Russian and 

Spanish, Italian and Portuguese, as well as English for foreign students. It will provide 

courses all the year round, not just during the academic terms. In particular, we hope 

it will arrange a massive programme of language instruction in the summer months, 

with intensive three-month courses of training both for prospective university 

students, whether of Essex or of other universities, and for graduates who wish to take 

up posts abroad. By concentrating our language teaching in one centre we hope not 

only to provide the best possible facilities but also to promote the study of applied 

linguistics, especially new methods of teaching languages. Our proposals for the 

creative arts, aural as well as visual, have yet to be worked out and they will have to 

take account of a flourishing art school in Colchester. But we want to sharpen the 

visual perception of students through art history and criticism, and even more through 

the practice of painting, sculpture, and the other arts. A university is a place of 

creativity and discovery, and it ought, we believe, to find a place for the creative artist 

as well as for the critic.  

 

We hope that by concentrating on a few fields of study Essex can in a short time 

establish itself as a place of learning. We believe that by our particular choice of 

studies, all of them modern, we can in the formative years develop a compact group 

of departments with a single link running through a wide range of human knowledge, 

a link progressively strengthened as new subjects and new associations of subjects 

develop. We want to emphasize the fundamental unity of human knowledge. We 

believe, too, that we have chosen realty vital fields which will evoke a lively response 

from modern students. We hope to stimulate their curiosity with subjects relevant to 

the social, cultural and scientific realities of today, and to their own personal lives, 

and through our courses provide both a specialized training in depth and a truly liberal 

education. And it is this programme as it affects the student that I want to discuss next 

week.  

 

 


