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1. The parameters of Higher Education.  
Late modernity is characterized, inter allia, by a significant shift of the relationship 
between the post-industrial Educational Policy and the employment and social policies 
(for a more detailed analysis see Papadakis, 1998: 11 – 55, and Gravaris & Papadakis 
2002). The new economic trends (growth development, market economy, globalisation, 
sustainability, etc.), the reign of new technologies and of the ensuing technoculture, as 
well as the construction of the so-called “Knowledge Society”, along with the shrinking 
of the Welfare State in conjunction with the gradual loss of social meaning as to the role 
of the State (see Gravaris, 1991: 3 – 36), and the – not so rare – dissociation of public 
education from its social dynamic have redefined the role and the basic components of all 
the grades of traditional educational systems .  
 
Several researchers have observed the emergence of new inequalities in combination with 
the aggravation of traditional inequalities. Emphasis on specific forms of deprivation 
within the population of a country or even within cultural minority groups – the provision 
of more opportunities to women for example, at all educational levels (positive 
discrimination) – constitutes the “educational” aspect of a popular overview of a social 
policy, that is based on the provision of “selective, high-level services” to specific 
minority and disfavored groups of the population, but not to all of them, not to all of 
them anymore (Titmus, 2000: 48 – 49). In such an environment, the limitation of 
vocational rights and the disengagement or exclusion from the process of carving the 
educational policy of most social (but not necessarily economic) partners have led  
§ to the fragmentation of interest groups participation and  
§ to the limitation of redistribution, especially at the highest level of the educational 

system.  
Education is considered to be an inalienable social good only in its rudimentary form. 
“Moving” upwards, this is no longer a matter-of-course. Higher education, in much the 
same way as labour, often tends to become a stake, whereas educational policy per se 
tends to disaggregate itself (for a more detailed analysis, see Pyrgiotakis & Papadakis 
2002: 240 – 242). This entire context is characterised by some neomarxists as a 
progressive “conservative restoration of the educational policy” (see Apple, 2000: 315 – 
316 and 328 – 330, Apple 1993). The latter is considered to become enhanced by the 
return of the “policy of the self-evident” (progress, individual modernisation, 
competitiveness, etc.).  
 

                                                 
1  Christos Nikolaou is Professor in the Department of Computer Science and Rector of the University of 
Crete. Nikos Papadakis is Lecturer in the Department  of Political Science in the same University.  
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What is the position and the role of an educational policy that wishes to contribute to the 
moulding of the European Higher Education Area, as understood already from the 
Declaration of the Sorbonne (May 25, 19982) and as the focal point of the Declaration of 
Bologna and Prague? How will any new rationality of the University policy handle its 
relationship with the operational and regulatory dimensions of the field of Higher 
Education?  
i. so as to remain relatively autonomous from the new macro-economic aims (in order 

to avoid “fatal” over-determination),  
ii. without however overlooking the new rationality of the changes at the core of 

macro-economic policy (shifting from Keynsianism to Monetarism) and the way in 
which these define the nature and quality of the changes in the relationship between 
the labour market and the educational and training policies?  

 
In the context of these developments, the criticism often exercised on the choices made in 
the educational and University policies both at the level of States and at the level of 
International Organisations (OECD, EU, World Bank, etc.) has been slipping to the level 
of total deconstructive criticism. Anything new is being demonized. In this context, 
several collective obsessions regarding the threatening phenomenon of globalisation or 
the evanescence of the humanistic viewpoint to the benefit of and due to  new 
technologies (distant learning, multimedia in education and training) become altogether 
justified.  
 
A more pragmatic critical reconstruction of the situation, focusing especially on the field 
of Higher Education, would first of all raise a significant question: Is Higher Education 
still a public good? If so, until when and to what extent?  
 
2. New Economy, Development and Higher Education: Facts and Dilemmas.  
Already since the beginning of the 90s, the apperceptions about Higher Education appear 
to change and rekindle anew the issue about the economic and social role of Higher 
Education. The predominant viewpoint, in documents such as the Green Book about the 
European Dimension of Education, the widely discussed Memorandum about Tertiary 
Education and the White Paper3, is that Universities should adjust to the role that has so 
far been adopted by non-university institutes (Getimis 1997: 3), which traditionally serve 
market demands4. We mention indicatively that,  
n the OECD claims that the growing flexibility of the markets will have a multitude of 

consequences on what it calls education “near-state monopolies” (including higher 
education/see OECD, 1996: 72), while  

n already since 1990, the IRDAC report ascertains that there is a dramatic lack of 
specialised technical manpower training and that the higher education institutes and 

                                                 
2 At the Sorbonne, special emphasis was placed on the educational dimension of Higher Education. It was 
also attested that the construction of the European Higher Education Area “will be the key for the 
promotion of the mobility and employability of European citizens, but also for the overall development of 
the European Continent” (as quoted in the European Ministers of Education 1999).  
3 This Memorandum was submitted by the Commission of the European Communities before the Council 
of the Ministers of Education in November 1991.  
4 We should bear in mind that, officially and from the late 80s, Higher education is integrated in vocational 
education in compliance with the relevant decision of the European Court of Justice.  
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universities bear responsibility on that. In addition IRDAC proposes that the 
institutions should play more active role in order to solve the “specialized training 
problem”(see IRDAC 1990 and the Deans’ Summit of 1992: 11).  

The discussion about adaptability is also fueled, amongst others, by the overall trend to 
question the usefullness (or rather the utility) of “humanitarian university education”, due 
to the fact that the latter does not usually serve the opportune (or opportunistic) demand 
for instrumental knowledge and specialisation.  
 
The afore-mentioned request for “instrumental and applied knowledge”, along with the 
accompanying controversy about the role of “theoretical sciences” seem to ensue from 
the fact (or rather, the perception) that the market is an  “auto-poetic” system5. The basic 
social code of this system is rather a Manichean framework of the “profit/loss” type than 
an integrated and composed value system. It is not rare that, the authors of important 
institutional texts adopt an “equivalence rational”. This rational for instance considers the 
satisfaction of the needs of enterprises and industry equivalent to the development of 
personal skills, while it considers growth development as a conditio sine qua non for the 
smooth and flexible effectuation of the “Knowledge Society” harmonised with market 
economy.  
 
In any case, this kind of flexibility and the unilateral adjustment to economic needs6 
could lead to the transformation of the University to a highly standardized vocational 
institute. Should such an extreme version of flexibility prevail, it is possible that 
university studies in Philosophy, History, Theology, and even Sociology or Social 
Sciences will gradually become “obsolete”. In fact, in 1998, Harvard Magazine heralded 
the demise of “human sciences”. At the same time, it is attested that a peculiar in-
systemic “common law” has been established, which seems to legalise the unequal and 
unbalanced development of the various disciplines. This “common law” also seems to 
premise applied, instrumental, ad hoc knowledge vis-à-vis basic research and knowledge. 
From an interpretative point of view, it is interesting that the term “higher education” has 
internationally started “giving way to the term “tertiary education”… it is, therefore, 
obviously an evolution of historical importance for the educational status-quo. This 
evolution is dictated precisely by the new perception of the Knowledge Society and the 
Lifelong Learning and essentially suggests that, in the new order of things, universities 
have now lost the monopoly of the relevant educational area” {University of Thrace 
1996: 3}.  
 
It is true that, the influential relationship between Higher Education graduates and the 
Market had already been established many decades prior to the situation in 1550 Spain, 
where researchers and mainly graduates from the University of Salamanca, decisively 
contributed to the understanding of the unprecedented phenomenon of inflation (see 
Mattheou 2001: 31), thus legitimizing the drive of the University beyond the “scientific 
study of the divine” (Davies 1997: 478). It would be either hypocritical or an assessment 
disorientation to require Higher Education to perceive itself as a “ivory tower” 
researching in and teaching to an economic, political and social void. Therefore, it would 
                                                 
5 For the concept of “auto-poetic system”, see a more detailed analysis in Luhman, 1995.  
6 Consequence of the need “for continual economic growth” (Charlton & Andras 2002: 24). 
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be incongruous and potentially dangerous for European Universities, and especially for 
Human and Social Studies, to turn a cold shoulder to new developments, adopting a 
romantic standpoint and favouring an institutional and organisational isolation. The 
ideology of even the most eminent scholars suggesting the definitive detachment of 
university degrees and academic curricula from the labour market overlooks one of the 
most important elements composing a University: its students. It is true that Higher 
Education in Europe is “going through” an irreversible “massification” in recent years, 
which is based on an attractive consideration of the university degree as a social right for 
all. However, an Institute for the masses is not an altogether socially fair and democratic 
Institute. Any failures and misfortunes of the move to “open the gates” of Higher 
Education cannot constitute an argument to challenge higher education as a social and 
public good; but we will come back to this point.  
 
Actually, it is an absolute imperative to link Higher Education with the constantly 
changing developmental needs and possibilities of our post-industrial societies. The 
problem lies in the fact that there are more than one versions of this linking. 
Unfortunately, these versions also include the version of the uni-dimensional logic of 
“market submission”7, in the form of choosing between inevitable facts. Creating a 
fruitful and dynamic partnership between Higher Education and the Society at Large, but 
also between Higher Education Institutes and Local Communities, Enterprises, and 
Public Organizations (also see European Commission 1995: 21 and Neave & Van Vught 
1991) is both desirable and coveted. A characteristic example is the fact that the 1996 
Swedish Higher Education Act defines as the third basic component – mission of 
Universities (right after teaching and research) the “interaction with society at large”. 
Thus it subscribes to an increasingly popular observation: the fact that education and 
research are running the risk of becoming allienated from their social, economic and 
political environment, “should the University not interact sufficiently with society” 
(Nikolaou 2002: 11). We ought to underline that such an interaction in the absence of 
regulatory mechanisms, clear limits and some form of regulatory framework can easily 
turn educational institutes into operational spin-offs of specific companies. This would 
happen because companies have the financial strength to impose their research priorities.  
 
So, in order for the afore-mentioned partnership to promote the new requirement for the 
societies of a United Europe, in other words the fundamental contribution of the human 
capital to the economic growth {see OECD, 2001: especially chapters A (pg 48 – 52) and 
B (pg 53 – 118)}, but also to contribute to the absolutely necessary legitimization of the 
fragile political system of the EU, it is required that  
§ the Higher Education Area be incorporated in a flexible manner, adjusted to the 

national – social peculiarities and based on the compatibility and comparability 
criteria already stated in Bologna (European Ministers of Education 1999),  

§ and that the dissemination of the higher education “good” take place to the largest 
possible population groups, even to (or mainly to) the so-called socially 
disadvantaged groups, given the commitment of the Ministers of Education in 

                                                 
7 Such a univalent submission would lead to a now structural crisis of the independence of Higher 
Education, which would de facto operate as a potentially “lawless” tension.  
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Bologna to expand the “access to all study and practice opportunities” (European 
Ministers of Education 1999).   

In fact, what is being suggested here regarding the on-going, yet still-at-stake, revision of 
the relationship between education, university education and labour market8, is a 
balanced holism between the economy-oriented view – OECD, E.U. – and the human-
oriented approach – UNESCO – of the Knowledge Society and the role of Higher 
Education in it. Such a perspective takes into account the needs for economic progress 
and the “necessity for an expeditious response” to the very demands of society and the 
economy (see Kozek, 1997: 61), without ignoring the potential role of the “Knowledge 
Society … in social and human development and progress” (Kladis 2000: 464).   
 
Since University is the organization that can successfully promote “socialization for 
employability” (see Charlton & Andras 2002: 24) and support the new learning 
relationship (see European Commission 1995: 2) it is inevitably located at the core of the 
Knowledge Society.  It is precisely this potential role of both the Knowledge Society and 
the University itself that is befitting the demand of a standing restoration of the 
relationship between the University and the broad social environment. This relationship 
binds the University from a regulatory point of view and constitutes one of its substantial 
complements (see Psychopedis 1995: 54).  
 

  3. University and the “Society at Large”: the stake of a new partnership and some 
strategies to achieve it. Ideological connotations and theoretical implications.  
Based on all of the above, it becomes blatantly obvious that the University, an  Historical 
Subject by definition, is undoubtedly being transformed. It is now operating in the center 
of a knowledge-oriented society and economy (see Kladis 2000: 463). This does not only 
involve the teaching – learning procedures, the material and technical infrastructure, the 
reshaping of a new academic techno-culture. It mainly concerns its very content, its 
conditional relationship with knowledge and power, the new classifications of knowledge 
and the hierarchy of skills it ought to develop. In short, it concerns the very terms of its 
existence. Such a transformation renders the said balanced holism even more necessary.  
There is already a series of initiatives – actions, which take place in several EU countries 
(including Greece) and which could contribute to the accomplishment of the above-
mentioned holism. Indicatively, we will simply mention:  
§ the introduction of flexible policies (through the Operational Program for Education 

and Initial Vocational Training – EPEAEK - and other community programmes), 
linking the Academic Curricula and the various Academic Subjects with the economy 
and the labour market (see indicatively the EPEAEK II/Measure 2.2.a: “Reshaping 
the undergraduate Academic Curricula”9),  

                                                 
8 As a result of the new framework on working relations, operations and actions (Kladis, 2000: 465).  
9 In the said EPEAEK, it is obvious that there is a quest for a “qualitative upgrading of the academic 
curricula at all educational grades and an opening of the access to higher education through a standing 
procedure for the modernisation, evaluation/assessment and replanning of the curricula in order to respond 
to the constant change of the needs of society and the economy… More specifically, the improvement of 
the Undergraduate Studies is linked, inter allia, to the organisation of the studies in integrated courses, to 
the monitoring and guidance of students in small groups, to the reinforcement of the laboratory – seminar 
type of all the more courses and to the initiation into research”. (Greek Ministry of Education & E.U  2002: 
7 & 8, but also http://www.epeaek.gr/Proks04_2002.htm ).  
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§ the promotion – insertion of a series of structural “reforms” (or arrangements), such 
as the introduction of short duration curricula in conjunction with the introduction (or 
the attempt to introduce, as is the case in Greece) lifelong learning programmes, the 
encouragement of the University to actively participate in training procedures too and 
the wide use of distance-learning methods (also see Kladis, 2000: 466, OECD, 1998, 
and CRE, 1997). In fact, actions towards the establishment of the e- University (if 
being reinforced) could meet the ascertained need “for as high as possible formal 
education and functional literacy and numeracy for as many of the population as 
possible” (Charlton & Andras 2002: 25) .   

 
Nevertheless, the greatest wager of European Universities, and also that of the entire 
post-secondary education field, regarding the need to validate the necessary social 
dimension, is the Lifelong Learning10. This may also explain the unprecedented policy, as 
well as the institutional publicity that the latter immerses in11. Of course, we refer to both 
functions, which are considered to gradually come to characterize the educational area 
that is being shaped in the context of effectuating a Lifelong Learning; that is to say, both 
the academic and the professional function.  
 
University studies for adults are always included in the project of the democratization of 
the access to all educational levels. At the same time they have always provided an 
effective alternative, when the traditional “equal opportunities policy” was apparently 
failing. What has been asked of adult university education from the very beginning was 
both to mitigate the socially selective character of Higher Education and to modernise 
(and at times “restore”) the skills acquired through professional experience (for a more 
detailed analysis, see Charlier et al 2003). The same thing is still being asked of a Higher 
Education that creatively incorporated the principles of Lifelong Learning.  
 
To effectuate such a (necessary) quest, Higher Education is required not to adopt a 
Lifelong Learning version that will on one hand be addressed to all, while on the other 
hand will function as a giant Vocational Training project (and nothing more than that). 
The responsibility for the success of this project will lie mainly with the trainees and the 
employees. Such a regulatory use of the term Lifelong Learning would turn a right to a 
public good into an obligation and would shift the responsibility from the States and the 

                                                 
10 “Lifelong Learning was introduced in the late 20s by experts in the field of Adult Education. Initially, it 
referred to the concept of learning as a lifelong process… The firsts supporters of Lifelong Learning 
wanted to grant Adult Education the place they thought it was entitled to, in the educational system. They 
did not consider it as a mean to compensate for rudimentary educational inadequacies, nor was it viewed as 
an opponent to technical education or a poor relative to the university education” (Charlier et al 2003). On 
the contrary, the people who first introduced Lifelong Learning wished for adult education to be perceived 
as an element of human freedom and as a safety valve of social justice (indicatively, see Yeaxlee, 1929: 
38).  
11 Special reference to Lifelong Learning is also made in the Declaration of Bologna. However, it also 
raises the accreditation issue for studies at Lifelong Learning University Programmes (European Ministers 
of Education 1999). In fact, D. Kladis was right to remark that the reference to “the possibility of extending 
the ECTS to educational programmes beyond the higher education system of a country … aims mainly to 
linking lifelong learning programmes with higher education systems” (Kladis 2000b: 10). Thus, he once 
again verified the interest that Lifelong Learning seems to be acquiring in the effort to construct a European 
Higher Education Area, as well as the steps that ought to be followed in order to substantiate this interest.  
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markets to the employees. This could operate as a potentially deconstructive connotation 
of the Knowledge Society, and would legitimize the new versions of social exclusion.  
 
Here, we should bear in mind that “the Lifelong approach in education dates back to the 
50s, namely to a combination of theories about human capital (investing in human 
capital) and the intention to broadly redistribute the “educational good” (compensatory 
perspective), by constructing an alternative second chance educational system- especially 
in Scandinavian countries” (Papadakis & Gravaris 2002). Particularly the compensatory 
view of education has been directly linked to the Nordic model of a Social State. 
According to that model the social rights are generalised and are constitutionally 
validated as such, based on the very property of citizenship (for a valid typology of the 
versions of the Welfare State, see Esping – Andersen 1990).  
 
Based on the above-mentioned view, the idea and even the operation of the Second 
Chance University  
§ was derived from the acceptance of higher education as a public good and 
§ was put forth in many European countries (such as in France and Belgium/also 

see Charlier et al 2003).  
The return to Lifelong Learning is now accompanied by discursive practices that focus on 
the “ability” of Lifelong Learning to ensure political participation, social integration and 
the individual self-accomplishment, along with employability and adaptability (see E.C. 
2001). Lifelong Learning itself is being heralded as a framework of policies and actions 
(within and beyond the official educational system). These policies and actions  
§ aim to the provision of “multiple learning opportunities”, for “all citizens”, with 

“different objectives”, from different sources/institutes (UNESCO 1999), and  
§ are to a large extent “assigned” to Higher Education at an international level.  

Oriented toward the principles and original postulates of Lifelong Learning, the European 
Higher Education may maintain the character of the quasi public good. This holds true 
because it can maintain the elements of indivisibility and non-exclusion (substantial 
complements of any public good), while deterring the path of its reform from becoming 
the object of potential individual exploitation.  
 
Expressis verbis, we all seem to agree that Lifelong Learning is a condition for the 
creation of the European Higher Education Area, but also a strategy to achieve a balanced 
partnership between Higher Education and Society. Is it truly so? If yes, then we can look 
forward to a Lifelong Learning within Higher Education, but also to a Higher Education 
with obvious and “safeguarded” social dimensions that continues to be addressed to all 
now that they need it the most. At the same time, this Higher Education reforms its 
traditional (and sometimes rigid) structures, without abandoning its own values. If not, 
what kind of Lifelong Learning do we consent to? Do we consent to a version that tends 
to slide toward a “stressful” training, which is conditionally not addressed to all and 
particularly to those who most need it? Do we consent to a version that does not operate 
in a broad redistribution framework, not setting out from the need to redistribute the 
social- educational good and, in the end, is neither Lifelong nor Learning? The dilemma 
is not a matter of life or death, but if we do not answer it in time, it may very well 
become one.  
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