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Is a university the answer for the third sector?
Martin Albrow
There’s a lively potential in the phrase ‘Civil Society University’. Just drop it into a conversation and you can guarantee tirades about state control, Mcuniversities, and the end of academic freedom. But is it a glimmer of hope in an otherwise impenetrable gloom?  
I have to concede that ‘Civil Society University’ sounds a bit of tease. Could it be an adman’s shameless hybrid, too good to be true, linking a sacred academic idea cherished to a notion, civil society, that has played a vital part in political transformations throughout the world and with a pedigree as old as universities themselves.
Bring civil society and university together and two amazing brands are rolled into one. But my purpose in proposing a civil society university is to advance a serious case for a new and challenging venture in higher education, one that will raise the standard anew for the university idea, independent of both state and business. 

The PrimeTimers Colloquium “Is a university the answer for the third sector”, held at the LSE on 14th April, was the scene for a vigorous debate chaired by David Walker of The Guardian. On the panel leaders of the main representative bodies of voluntary organizations clashed on the issue. Stephen Bubb, chief executive of the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organization, argued this was the kind of big idea the sector needed. Janet Fleming of the Work Force Hub of the National Council for Voluntary Organizations argued existing universities covered the teaching and research the sector needed, were charities anyway, and such an institution would have too narrow a focus.  

The third panel member Dr. Frances Pinter, founder of Pinter publishers and formerly of the Soros Foundation, however, emphasized the breadth and diversity of the constituency, and the way a civil society university could resist encroachments on freedom of publication and promote the free exchange of ideas.   
The panel was not of one mind and nor were the audience, but it was very evident that the issue of universities and the third sector is alive and controversial. Currently the government is looking via the ESRC  and the Barrow Cadbury Trust for ways of allocating a total of £10.25 million to a Research Centre and Capacity Building Clusters  “to support research of the highest international standing, to provide top quality analysis and provide the necessary evidence base to better understand key Third Sector issues and underpin policy and practice.”

But is research enough, does that exhaust the idea of a university?
Dr. Diana Leat of the Carnegie UK Foundation asked perhaps the most pointed question of the debate: just how would such a university relate to civil society? Was it to study or to serve it, was it to be organised by it, was it to provide the teachers and students?  The answer has to be, all of those. The current NCVO Civil Society Almanac reckons 865000 organizations belong to the sector, employing 1.35 million of the workforce. On that bare count an independent university representing the special character of the sector might be justified.
But the case for a CSU is not a matter of labour supply or research. More profound issues are involved. Universities have from the Middle Ages always reflected, and reflected on the societies on which they depend. Even that most egregious pleading for the idea of a university, Cardinal Newman’s in the mid nineteenth century was a response to the somewhat contradictory demands of the Vatican for an alternative to the Anglican dominated Trinity College and of the aspiring Dublin middle class for a secure career for their sons.

Civil society today represents an alternative for all those who see limits both to state and business solutions to the future well being of humankind. It was a watchword for East European and Latin American fighters for freedom from very different regimes in the 1980s, while today it has replaced ‘non-governmental organizations’ as the term of art for the development community seeking alternative recipients to governments for Western aid.
In the last twenty years it has become a theoretical bulwark against corporatist thinking and as such appeals to left and right alike. As ‘global civil society’ it engages with movements for justice and human rights worldwide. How can an idea that counts Gramsci, Hegel, Adam Smith and Aquinas among its forebears not inspire the intellectual climate of a new university?
But it is at a very local, i.e national, level that we can make the case for a civil society university as a pressing need. It can begin the task of repairing one of the most damaging rents in public educational discourse, that between skills and values. Third sector organizations need skills to be sure, they can also supply them, but that is not their animating purpose. The crucial thing is they are value led, and government’s preoccupation with education and the market for skills has occluded its own professed concern for society and values. It is one of the great disconnects in what is meant to be joined-up government.

A civil society university will bring together interests that provide alternative programmes of study, where rights, sustainability, diversity are not add-ons to the existing curriculum but starting points. Equally it will promote the critical examination of civil society agendas and ensure that values are advanced not as articles of faith but as part of a common and practical project for the betterment of the human condition. Civil society needs its own university as much as universities need to assert the irreducible autonomy they require from state and business. 
As for the hybridity of ‘civil society university’:  Well take ‘flying’ and the ‘machine’;   manifestly at one time madness to imagine them together. Thanks to Leonardo da Vinci and others, flying machines now take us safely in our thousands round the globe. But what about the carbon footprint some will object?  Good point, exactly the topic for a civil society university seminar.
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