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It’s a real pleasure to welcome you all to the University’s Research Students 
Summer Conference. I really appreciate the work that’s gone into organising the 
conference, thank you to everyone involved – Luke, Cristina and their team.  

At last year’s conference I reflected on the EU referendum result. Who would have 
thought a year later we’d still be none the wiser about what Brexit actually means, or 
that we would have a minority Conservative government leading the process of 
leaving the EU. 

I reflected last year that the referendum 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.  

Those are a lot of divides. 

The biggest divides in how people voted in last year’s referendum 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. 

We saw these divisions again in the General Election in June, and in particular we 
saw a surge in the youth vote, coming close to putting the Labour Party into power, 
with a manifesto that among other commitments included abolishing fees for home 
undergraduate students.  

What does this mean? For me, it demonstrates the power of education. Education 
opens doors beyond the everyday, pushes boundaries and crosses borders. A 
higher education meant you were more likely to vote for European union than for 
European disunion and for free tertiary education paid for by the taxpayer rather than 
by fees and loans. 

The referendum and general election results also show what happens if this 
opportunity to expand your experience through education is only enjoyed by some in 
society.  

If expanding experience means those who have that opportunity become 
disconnected from those who do not then we get a corrosive breakdown in trust. 
Education then becomes something that divides rather than unites. 



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.      

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, it’s part of 
our brand, being both local 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. I see, though, that the conference 
includes a workshop on personal branding.  

Branding is often seen in a one-sided way, as what makes a business or an 
individual stand out from the competition. We certainly aim to stand out at Middlesex: 
our striking red and black colours, and our strong red and white shield.  

We also aim to be distinctive in what we do: teaching and learning that’s practice-
based, and research that benefits our students. Those objectives are in the 
University’s new Strategy.   

The other side of branding is not just how you stand out, but what you stand for. At 
Middlesex we stand for transformation: the new Vision for our Strategy is to be the 
leading university for transforming potential into success: that’s about the student 
journey.  

We’re a very diverse university that welcomes people with many different abilities, 
backgrounds and identities: that is the potential that we work with. And we are an 
engaged university that is connected with the world, not least through our three 
overseas campuses and many academic partners. 

You are all very much part of that; we cannot transform lives without new knowledge 
and skills. 

How we do that will be guided by our new values. We have four new values: putting 
our students first, collaborating, acting fairly and shaping the future.  

That last value is also very important to all of you. Your research should be shaping 
the future, improving on what’s gone before, and making people’s lives better.  

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, your work needs to build the bridges that will rebuild trust. In the 
words of Jo Cox, the Member of Parliament who was tragically murdered in the run-
up to the EU vote last year, 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 people. Your research, whatever 
the topic, is part of this mission. 

Let’s take this close to home. One of the most important types of transformational 
knowledge we can produce is interdisciplinary. Why? Because interdisciplinary 
research starts with what we’re trying to achieve.  

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, thogh, are still the dominant way of organising academic departments, 
promotions and journals. But perhaps it’s time to change this. 

Just as we saw that youth vote in the general election signal new priorities, you can 
begin to change the old ways of doing things. 

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. 
They are just as relevant to interdisciplinary scholarship. 

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.  

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.  



Problems that some of you are working on, like mental health, crime, artificial 
intelligence, management, human rights and environmental sustainability. 

Disciplines 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, increasing the chances of finding the 
right solutions. 

One of Middlesex University’s founding institutions, the Ediswan Institute, was part of 
the company created by Joseph Swan, inventor of the electric light bulb, and his 
business partner Thomas Edison. 
 
Edison in fact claimed to have invented the light bulb but what he did was improve 
on Swan’s design. By doing that he invented the first practical light bulb, the first 
practical version of Swan’s idea.  
 
Swan used a carbon rod in his lamp that needed lots of current to glow and was not 
viable commercially. Edison reframed the problem by realising that much less 
current would be necessary if instead of a carbon rod in the lamp there was a very 
thin filament. The rest is history. 
 
The important thing here is that both Swan and Edison shared the same aim: making 
a light bulb. In going about it differently they explored the possibilities, eventually 
hitting on the solution that worked.  
 
Applied research is not a linear process but one of feedbacks and iterations, trying 
things out and learning from failure as well as success. Making the world better, 
whether by improving technologies or more inspiring art and performance. 
 
Some argue that research and education should not be for anything but for their 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 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. 

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 – I used this last year and 
I’m going to use it again this year. 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! 

That will help you too with all the new forms of communication you now need to 
consider, from blogs and tweets and websites and podcasts. 

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.  



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 power of education and research is in choosing what is right or 
wrong for what we want to achieve, for a purpose, for what we want to do.  

You’re all agents of change, so think hard about what change you want to make. 

Thank you.  


