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It’s a real pleasure to welcome you all to the University’s Research Students Summer 

Conference. The theme I think is brilliant – ‘connected research’. And I really appreciate the 

work that’s gone into organising it by our students with our staff, thank you.  

The conference theme is so right for our university, which is a very connected university, 

connected with employers, partners in the community, academic partners across the world 

and connected across our four campuses in London, Dubai, Mauritius and Malta. But it’s 

also a theme that sets us all a challenge: how to connect in these increasingly disconnected 

times. 

Last Thursday’s referendum result means that the UK will be leaving the European Union if 

Parliament votes to invoke Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty. The result brought to the surface 

a huge disconnect in this country between the affluent and not so affluent, the young and the 

old, graduates and non-graduates, people migrating to this country and people already living 

here, Scotland and England, and London and the rest of England.  

The biggest divides in how people voted were between the young and the old, and 

graduates and non-graduates, with large majorities of the young and graduates voting to 

stay in the EU.  

What does this mean? For me, it demonstrates the power of education as something that 

expands experience. Education opens doors beyond the everyday, pushes boundaries and 



crosses borders. It transcends and liberates. It meant you were more likely to vote for 

European union than for European disunion. 

Young and well educated people last Thursday voted for expanding experience by 

connecting as a basis for trade, mobility, human rights, education and research. Despite all 

its failings, and there are many, the EU connects.  

But the referendum results also show what happens if this opportunity is only enjoyed by 

some in society. If expanding experience means that those who have that privilege become 

disconnected from those who do not then we get a corrosive breakdown in trust.  

That is what happened in the EU referendum – large swathes of the UK rejected so-called 

expert opinion. This expertise was beyond their experience, not only untrusted but 

disconnected from their lives and interests.      

Making connections 

London voted for remaining in the EU because it is such a connected city. In or out of the EU 

it will remain a major world city, though perhaps a less dominant economic powerhouse. As 

a London university we are part of this hyper-connectivity. London connects by being 

creative, enterprising and global, and that’s also how we describe Middlesex University, how 

we describe our brand: creative, enterprising and global. 

We’re not shy to use the word ‘brand’ at Middlesex, more often heard in the context of 

commercial companies than public universities. Brands connect companies with their 

customers. Our brand connects us with our students and graduates.   

Branding is often seen in a one-sided way, as what makes a business stand out from its 

competition. We certainly aim to stand out at Middlesex: our striking red and black colours, 

and our strong red and white shield with those three Saxon swords, blades pointing 

downwards in a gesture of peace.   

The other side of branding is not just how you stand out, but what you stand for. At 

Middlesex we stand for connecting. We’re a very diverse university that connects people 

from many different backgrounds and identities. And we are an engaged university that is 

connected with the world.  



You are all very much part of that; we cannot connect without your work connecting us, and 

your work needs to be relevant and useful to make those connections. Looking through the 

programme for this conference, I have a lot of confidence that you will do that with research 

on many different important topics.  

Above all, however, our work needs to build the bridges that will rebuild trust. In the words of 

our recently tragically murdered Member of Parliament Jo Cox, we need to show how we 

have far more in common with each other than divides us. That common ground will not just 

happen but has to be worked at, not least because there are some in society who are 

working to divide us. Your research, whatever the topic, is part of this mission. 

Let’s take this closer to home. One of the most important types of connection we need to 

make is between disciplines. For most academics their discipline is their intellectual home, 

and their intellectual community is other members of their discipline. But these are imagined 

communities, based on boundary judgements about systems of knowledge that ebb and flow. 

There is nothing absolute or permanent about an academic discipline.  

Disciplines, then, are artificial social constructs, but with very real effects. One of those 

effects is that as a junior academic you may be best to stick within your discipline if you want 

to get on in an academic career. Interdisciplinary research still tends to be cited less in the 

academic literature, and disciplines are still the dominant way of organising academic 

departments, promotions and journals. It’s time to change this. 

Universities, especially in these times, often see themselves as champions of openness, 

tolerance and mutual cooperation, but they divide up the world’s knowledge into disciplines. 

Does that mean that more divides us than unites us?  

It doesn’t. At the heart of all scholarship is understanding and explaining, whatever the 

discipline or phenomena we’re studying. The principles are broadly the same: 

- Accuracy and precision 

- Rigorous argument and clarity in presentation 

- Respect for evidence and openness to criticism 

But it’s becoming clear that these cannot be regarded as solely owned by disciplines, that 

accuracy and precision, rigour and clarity, and respect for evidence and criticism are 



features of disciplines alone. In fact, that they are seen as not only features of disciplines, 

but as upheld by disciplines, may be a problem. And this may be a problem that makes 

universities less and less connected 

Our post-disciplinary world 

Two drivers are changing the disciplinary landscape and creating a post-disciplinary world. 

The first is a growing awareness of the inherent complexity of nature and society, and an 

appreciation that the natural and social worlds are worlds of complex systems that need to 

be understood and explained as wholes greater than the sum of their parts, with emergent 

organisation, non-linear relationships and feedback loops.  

These systems include ecosystems, weather systems, organisations, families, brains, cells: 

real systems, defined by their elements, interconnections and function or purpose, all 

sharing the features of complex systems. Complexity theory has been one of the most 

exciting intellectual developments of the last few decades. It is intrinsically post-disciplinary. 

The second driver has been a growing awareness that that the solution to problems needs 

the perspectives and heuristics of multiple disciplines. This has arisen in part through the 

realisation that the most intractable of these problems are in fact complex and need complex 

systems thinking to solve them. Many problems may seem to have a technical fix but this is 

often not the case. The technical fix may be too expensive, unpopular, and have unintended 

negative consequences worse than the problem it seeks to fix. These are common scenarios 

that face decision-makers in many contexts. 

This is not an anti-disciplinary argument but post-disciplinary and post-secondary: it is about 

tertiary education as a level of education that gets to grips with complexity. Schools need to 

teach discipline knowledge and disciplines are useful constructs to start teaching the state of 

the art in thought and practice in different fields of knowledge, although the word ‘subject’ 

might capture better the provisional nature of these categories.  

In practice, it is probably even better in schools to teach subjects alongside phenomena 

because this encourages engaged and deep learning. Finland, a world leader in education, 

is taking this approach. School children in Finland will spend part of their time learning how 

to apply the knowledge of several disciplines to single phenomena. They will learn, for 



example, about how to explain and understand the phenomenon of mobile phones or ageing 

from the perspectives of science, technology, the social sciences and humanities. 

Disciplines, diversity and problem solving 

Disciplines, then, are tools in our toolbox, and to make things we generally need more than 

one type of tool. In fact, to solve some of the most complex problems we need more than 

cognitive tools, we need social diversity. We need to value how the world is seen and 

understood by others, not just out of respect for different standpoints but because with those 

different perspectives and heuristics more possible solutions are explored. 

This approach to education is about connecting education and research to actual 

phenomena in the world, and applying knowledge and skill to actually acting on those 

phenomena. It is an approach that sees education as about change, and not just as about 

individual transformation or benefit, but as about transforming the world and making it better. 

This is not a view that all academics hold. Some argue that education should not be for 

anything but for its own sake. In research, this is about discovery or curiosity-driven research; 

research that does not set out to solve a problem but is exploratory, aiming to understand or 

explain something without any necessary practical application.   

This is surely to be valued; all humans are intrinsically curious, and as the popularity of many 

documentary series on TV reflects, there can be large audiences for discovery research. But 

the topics for those TV programmes is connecting with people, and – to go back to my 

opening remarks on the EU referendum – if our research fails to connect because it’s seen 

as an elite, self-serving exercise then we are not only in danger of being irrelevant but we 

are in danger of deepening divides in our society. 

I have one seemingly trivial but I think important example. There is much celebration 

currently about the trend towards research being a more open enterprise, especially open 

access publication. This is often described as part of the continuing democratisation of 

knowledge, driven by the internet. But although more people can now access academic 

knowledge freely over the internet, too many publications are still arcane and impenetrable 

to the vast majority of potential readers. Even article abstracts often say little in plain 



language about what the research has demonstrated or contributed. If there’s one message 

I’d like to leave you with it’s to write clear and informative abstracts! 

The internet has also revealed very clearly that universities have no special claim to be 

separate as places where research and learning occur. Their role in accrediting knowledge 

is also increasingly questioned; the plea by University Vice-Chancellors to vote Remain in 

the referendum because the evidence backed that option was rejected by most voters. 

Research and learning happen in many places.  

The question is how knowledge is used, for what interests. That’s where many universities 

make their claim: they put knowledge to use for public purposes, whether through research 

or teaching. It no longer works to claim we’re right because we’re a university. We have to 

be right because we’re useful.  

The internet has broken the model of knowledge as contained in controlled environments 

like schools and colleges. It has democratised knowledge and challenged the authority of 

experts, people like you and me.  

But the internet’s power to connect has made it irresistible to advertisers. Just like the 

printing press before, paradoxically it has come to be about mass persuasion rather than 

mass enlightenment. The research articles that can now be accessed for free through the 

internet are totally dwarfed by the deluge of increasingly sophisticated advertising enabled 

by the internet.  

Perhaps the definition of a university is knowledge without mass advertising, knowledge that 

is not about persuasion but enlightenment.  

Doing and not just thinking 

However, universities are not unique in this either. The same could be said about the BBC, 

public libraries, galleries and museums, and universities have much in common with these 

institutions. They are often about taking us from the familiar to the unfamiliar, stepping out of 

our own daily existence and comfort zones. This can be an enlightening experience but 

knowledge is surely about more than that; it’s about an empowering experience, and that’s 

about making a difference: doing and not just thinking.  



In fact, just thinking makes no difference to anything, it’s action that makes a difference. The 

philosopher John Macmurray has argued that there cannot be knowledge without action 

because knowledge is intentional action. 

Education, Macmurray argued, is about choosing what is right or wrong for an intended 

outcome, which we then act out. He also argued that this is intrinsically social: there can be 

no right or wrong for any one of us alone. This is because when we act we act in relationship 

to others, not in isolation. This cannot be avoided so needs to be recognised in the same 

terms of what is right or wrong. 

So your research is connected because you cannot do it on your own. You cannot act in 

isolation. The question becomes how are you connecting your research, and with what 

intention? 

I hope you will all be moving into successful careers as professionals or entrepreneurs. I 

hope that because your livelihoods will be hugely important in shaping your happiness and 

satisfaction with life. But I hope too that you will be the next generation of diverse thinkers, 

inventors, designers and bridge-builders that the world needs.  

Conclusion 

Let me finish with a short reflection on this word ‘livelihood’. Livelihood is about a means of 

living. But this is more than about your personal gain, it is social and environmental. 

Livelihood defined this way is about sustaining a means of living that does not exploit 

resources as raw material to be used up, whether people or the environment. It is about 

improving the lives of ourselves and others, and improving the environment for this and 

future generations.  

The EU is fundamentally about these purposes, which is why it’s a tragedy that we in the UK 

now appear to be on a course of leaving it. But the EU is an organisation and you are people, 

people who can make that difference by connecting - to design a better and more 

sustainable future. 

  


