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Chance for a change in universities

The disappearance of Mr Mark Carlisle, until two weeks ago
the Secretary of State for Education and Science in the British
Government, is not widely lamented. In higher education, he will
be remembered chiefly for having brought about the most serious
crisis in British universities since the seventeenth century. Mr
Carlisle’s political colleagues, even those who consider that the
universities need to be taught a lesson, or forced by economic
hardship to change, may well be embarrassed that Mr Carlisle has
left them with the problems that will arise when the universities
dutifully comply with the wishes of the University Grants
Committee by firing members of the teaching staffs, thereby
landing the government two or three years from now with an
unquantifiable claim for compensation from academics able to
show that their contracts are not compatible with summary
dismissal. But Mr Carlisle’s departure will not send people
dancing to their lecture rooms as the new academic year begins.
For Sir Keith Joseph, Mr Carlisle’s successor, has an ambiguous
reputation. Nobody can be sure whether he will be willing to
repair the damage that Mr Carlisle has wrought.

Even so, the universities should not neglect the opportunity
presented by the arrival of a new secretary of state. Fortunately,
the universities are able to judge (from Sir Keith’s performance in
the past two years at the Department of Industry) what kinds of
arguments are likely to sway him. Sir Keith is theoretically a hard-
line conservative — a monetarist believing that market forces are
the best arbiters of how resources should be allocated. In practice,
however, Sir Keith is also something of a softie. Faced with
demands from nationalized industries such as British Steel or
British Airways that they should be allowed to operate at a loss,
Sir Keith’s heart has almost always melted and he has written
them cheques (drawn on the British taxpayers’ account). If the
universities are to win some relief from the 8.5 per cent reduction
(over three years) in the direct subvention of universities, together
with some redistribution of the hardship caused by the random
consequences of the withdrawal of overseas students from the
British university system, they had better put to him an appeal
based on a blend of judicious argument and sob-story. Thisis how
the case should be put.

First, the market does not apply to higher education. The
universities have been told, by the University Grants Committee,
that they must reduce the numbers of students that they teach, but
the numbers are arbitrary and nothing comparable has been said
about polytechnics because the government has been late in
setting up a mechanism for their control. The result is that
potential students have been flocking to the polytechnics, fearing
that the universities would have no room. The result may be that
the public purse may not save, in this first disastrous year, even the
mandatory subvention of student maintainance that it pays
through local authorities. At the same time, students will finish up
in places they would not have chosen. That, to some extent, has
always been the case, given the granis committee’s habitual
guidance on student numbers. So maybe the time has come to
restore competition to the market for higher education by
requiring that all institutions of higher education — polytechnics
as well as universities — should charge even students from the
United Kingdom full economic fees (defined by their own
estimates of what these are, not calculated in Whitehall), using the
cash thus liberated (say £1,000 million a year) to make sure that
able students are not denied a chance of a decent education. In
short, the time may have come for making a start on financial
independence of the universities and polytechnics from govern-

ment, and for a recognition that its social obligation is towards
students and not academics.

Second, the universities must argue that the errors of the past
months are based almost entirely on ignorance. People
outside higher education constantly complain that the universities
cannot change quickly enough, and it is true that some of them are
incapable of changing at all except when forced to do so. But it is
folly to suppose that individual institutions can change as rapidly
as the University Grants Committee has reluctantly decreed that
some must. To suppose that a university can contract by, say, a
fifth in three years is to suppose that the interests of many of its
students (following three-year courses) can be neglected. The con-
sequences of the random distribution of hardship through the
system must, at the same time, ensure that academic teachers
suffer arbitrarily, and that the institutions themselves are often
robbed of the skills they can least spare. This is the sob-story of
which Sir Keith must be told. It could melt all but the hardest
heart. For what is now in prospect is that most institutions of
higher education will be permanently damaged.

Will the Committee of Vice-Chancellors, on whom the respon-
sibility falls, have the courage to make these arguments? Only
time will tell. The universities as a whole would prefer a return to
the happy days of old, when the University Grants Committee
made sensible recommendations about the allocation of resources
and the government paid the bills. A substantial shift towards the
concept of the financially autonomous university, dependent for
its survival on its ability to attract students and research funds,
would be unwelcome to those academics who would be offended
that the principle of state-subsidized higher education had been
breached. And academic life would become more tedious without
a familiar grants committee to ensure stability. Whatever the
ideal, however, the immediate need is survival. And beggars are
not well placed to choose how they survive.

A book for burning?

Books rightly command respect, even affection. They are the
products of sustained creative work, and even if their authors’
ambitions are not fully realized, find a niche somewhere as
pebbles on the beach of scholarship and literature. And even bad
books should not be burned; works such as Mein Kampf have
become historical documents for those concerned with the
pathology of politics. But what is to be made of Dr Rupert
Sheldrake’s book A New Science of Life, published in the summer
(Blond and Briggs, London, 1981)? This infuriating tract has
been widely hailed by the newspapers and popular science
magazines as the ‘‘answer’’ to materialistic science, and is now
well on the way to being a point of reference for the motley crew of
creationists, anti-reductionists, neo-Lamarckians and the rest.
The author, by training a biochemist and by demonstration a
knowledgeable man, is, however, misguided. His book is the best
candidate for burning there has been for many years.

The argument is simple. If physicists cannot confidently
calculate crystal structures or molecular configurations ab initio
from a simple knowledge of their ingredient atoms, surely it is
unthinkable that molecular biologists will be able accurately to
relate the genetic structure of an organism to the successive
phenotypes that arise during the course of its development? And
the difficulty is not merely computational. Do not the cells of
arms and legs contain exactly the same DNA, Sheldrake asks?
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And how can it be that the very similar genomes of human beings
and chimpanzees give rise to very different phonotypes when, in
Drosophila, much larger differences of genotype specify flies that
are very similar in form? Sheldrake’s way of dealing with these
and other observations is to borrow from embryology the vague
notion of the morphogenetic field, the name given to the largely
unidentified influences that give shape to a developing organism,
and then to exalt this into a kind of universal agency. All
aggregations of matter, animate or otherwise, are supposed to be
exposed to a great variety of morphogenetic fields which fill the
whole of space and which travel forwards in time. The effects of
these morphogenetic fields (which are otherwise not described)
are to ensure that particular aggregations of matter take on the
form assumed by similar aggregations of matter elsewhere or at
some earlier time. This is the ‘‘hypothesis of formative
causation’’ — the subtitle of the book. The inheritance of
acquired characteristics is at a stroke explained. Jung’s collective
unconscious is made inevitable. Instinctive animal behaviour
becomes a non-problem, for there will be a morphogenetic field
that ensures that each set of neurones in each central nervous
system is put into an appropriate correspondence.

This argument would not be taken seriously were it not that
othershave done so. As things are, however, Sheldrake’sbookisa
splendid illustration of the widespread public misconception of
what science is about. In reality, Sheldrake’s argument is in no
sense a scientific argument but is an exercise in pseudo-science.
Preposterously, he claims that his hypothesis can be tested — that
it is falsifiable in Popper’s sense — and indeed the text includes
half a dozen proposals for experiments that might be carried out
to verify that the forms of aggregations of matter are indeed
moulded by the hypothetical morphogenetic fields that are
supposed to pervade everything. These experiments have in
common the attributes of being time-consuming, inconclusive in
the sense that it will always be possible to postulate yet another
morphogenetic field to account for some awkwardly inconclusive
result and impractical in the sense that no self-respecting grant-
making agency will take the proposals seriously. This, however, is
not the most serious objection to Sheldrake’s attempt to endow
his argument with an appearance of orthodoxy. The more serious
objection to his argument is that it says nothing of any kind about
the nature and origin of the crucial morphogenetic fields and con-
tains no proposals for investigating the means by which they are
propagated. Many readers will be left with the impression that
Sheldrake has succeeded in finding a place for magic within
scientific discussion — and this, indeed, may have been a part of
the objective of writing such a book. But hypotheses can be
dignified as theories only if all aspects of them can be tested.
Sheldrake’s hypothesis is no better than the hypothesis that a
person equipped with a water-divining rod is able to detect
subterranean water as a consequence of some intervening ‘‘field”’
generated by the presence of water, and his proposals for
experimental tests no better than the argument that since water-
diviners succeed in making money, there must be something in the
theory.

It is naturally distressing that these plain truths are not more
widely understood. It is also a misfortune that the public
expectation of what science can accomplish, now coloured by Dr
Sheldrake’s argument, should so conspicuously lack patience.
Sheldrake’s argument takes off from his catalogue of the ways in
which the molecular biologists, no doubt the shock-troops of the
reductionists, have so far been unable to calculate the phonotype
of a single organism from a knowledge of its genotype. But so
what? Have not the past twenty years shown clearly enough that
molecular explanations of biological phenomena are, contrary to
some earlier expectations, possible and powerful? And who says
that molecular biology must be counted as a failure for as long as
embryology is not a branch of mathematics? Dr Sheldrake, whose
background should have enabled him to know better, has done a
great disservice by helping to give currency to these miscon-
ceptions and false expectations. His book should not be burned
(nor even confined to closed shelves in libraries) but, rather, put
firmly in its place among the literature of intellectual aberrations.

Back to gold standard?

President Ronald Reagan’s budgetary problems, not very
different from those afflicting other governments in
industrialized states, have nevertheless provoked a distinctively
American and exceedingly curious response — the notion that
present economic troubles might be made to go away by putting
back the clock to 1971 and returning to the gold standard that was
then abandoned. The proposal has surfaced on several occasions
in the past few weeks, chiefly by means of hints or asides in the
speeches of conservative economists and politicians. Last week,
in a speech at Denver, Vice-President George Bush went so far as
to say that this proposal should be seriously considered. He is
clearly unaware that this stratagem for dealing with the economic
problems of the United States is about as sensible as the proposal
that fever should be treated by the immersion of the patient in iced
water.

None of this implies that the problems of the United States
economy can be allowed to solve themselves. On the contrary, it
has become clear in the past few weeks that radical measures of
some kind have become essential. The essence of the problem is
that, at a time of rapid inflation, the Administration is planning to
spend more than its revenue. Official estimates are that in the
present financial year, the deficit will approach $50,000 million,
but both the Congressional Budget Office and the financial
markets clearly believe that this estimate will be exceeded. So the
Administration is hurriedly embarked on a process all too
familiar in countries such as Britain — making last-minute
adjustments to spending plans for the coming year and those that
will follow. Mr Reagan now plans to reduce next year’s spending
by $17,000 million, with larger cuts to follow in succeeding years,
but the announcement of these plans has not steadied nerves in
Wall Street nor brought interest rates (running at 20 per cent)
down to the point at which industry will be encouraged toinvest in
the reinvigoration of the United States economy. The dilemma is
depressingly familiar.

There is no doubt that a return to the gold standard would
superficially be beneficial. Once it has been agreed that those who
hold dollar bills may turn them into gold whenever they choose to
do so, the capacity of governments to outspend their revenues is
strictly limited by their capacity to find more gold to stockpile.
Breaking the rules of sound money management becomes strictly
impossible. But there is no reason why governments should put
themselves in such a straitjacket simply with the objective of being
forced by external circumstances to behave in a way they
recognize to be desirable when they could achieve the same result
by pure reason — by the exercise of self-restraint — and need not
then have to squander resources on acquiring gold. Moreover,
the disciplines of the gold standard can be needlessly cramping.
Even monetarists agree that there may be circumstances, at the
end of a long slump for instance, when governments would be
wise to spend more than they raise in the form of taxes. To be tied
in monetary policy to an artificial standard is not merely a confession
of failure but potentially disastrous.

These are the reasons why Vice-President George Bush should
not continue in public to speculate about the possibility that Fort
Knox might be restocked with gold. If the Administration must
have some crutch on which to lean in the months immediately
ahead, it would be better advised to link the value of its currency
to some quite different external standard, perhaps some short-
lived exotic radioactive isotope whose permanent influence on the
economy would be small. The trouble is that those holding dollars
would be unwilling to trade their paper currency for such a
material. In the circumstances, the Administration probably has
no choice but to rely on the restraints that exist at present, the
chief of which is the unwillingness of Congress to sanction the
promised tax reduction, the planned increase of military
expenditure and the reduction of welfare expenditure. T! hat is why
the present crisis in the United States economy has become a political
as well as an economic embarrassment. With such obdurate critics,
the Administration has no need of Fort Knox.
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