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THE UNIVERSITY IN MODERN 
SOCIETY b* 

SIR WALTER MOBERLY has had a life-long 
experience of British universities and their 

problems, derived as a tutor at Oxford, as vice-
chancellor of a · c university, and since 1935 
as cha" an of University Grants Cormnittee. 

i
g moves with the ease of long 

i · a and eep erstanding, and in his recent 
o • he It a charm and persuasive-

n that match the penetration and balance of his 
thought. Sir Walter, indeed, disclaims some of the 
credit for the book, attributing it in part to a con
ference of between thirty and forty university 
teachers of Christian outlook held at Cambridge in 
September 1946, where discussion centred largely on 
a series of "University Pamphlets" published by the 
Student Christian Movement Press (see Nature, 159, 
392; 1947). If, however, to some extent the book does 
express the converging thoughts of those and of many 
other minds, its value is derived none the less largely 
from the quality of Sir Walter's own thought and 
the lucidity of his prose. It is an outstanding British 
contribution to constructive thought about the 
future of the universities, and should be read by all 
those who have studied the latest report from the 
University Grants Cormnittee itself, entitled "Uni
versity Developments, 1935-1947" (see Nature, 163, 
154; 1949). 

Sir Walter's book is, indeed, a natural complement 
to that report. With the single exception of the 
question of numbers, which bears so vitally on the 
maintenance of standards, Sir Walter probes deeply 
into all the issues raised in that report and into others 
less readily discussed in an official report. Broadly, 
the book is based on the conviction that much that 
ails universities to-day is closely connected with what 
is wrong with the whole world, and that the malady 
is rooted chiefly in the underlying assumptions, 
largely unconscious, by which their life and work are 
determined. The older universities, Sir Walter points 
out, grew up in a world very unlike our own. Their 
traditional assumptions are, to some extent, outdated 
and, in practice, discarded ; but no agreement can 
be found on the answer to the questions how far this 
process should continue and what alternative assump
tions should take the place of the old. The debate 
of the last ten years has revealed discord as well as 
vagueness concerning the raison d'etre of universities 
and the standards to which they should pay allegiance 
and by which their policies must ultimately be judged. 

Thus far Sir Walter would doubtless command 
general agreement ; but he admits frankly that his 
argmnent and conclusions will only be thoroughly 
convincing to those who accept certain assumptions 
on which that argmnent is based. He postulates 
first that we are living in an age of exceptional crisis 
and that the issue depends chiefly on the human 
factor-in the last resort on the beliefs and sentiments 
which really govern the actions of men. These 
beliefs are in flux, and our society has lost direction. 

*The Crisis in the University. By Sir Walter Moberly. (Published 
for the Christian Frontier Council.} Pp. 316. (London: S. C. M. 
Press, Ltd., 1949.) 158. net. 
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The clue to reconstruction, he postulates, is to be 
found within our own tradition, and in that tradition 
the Christian element is vital, although the whole 
tradition needs to be purged and enriched. 

The ability and willingness of the universities to 
respond to the challenge of the stupendous intellectual 
task with which, on these assumptions, our generation 
is confronted, are Sir Walter's primary concern. 
With these postulates in mind in successive chapters, 
he reviews the changing conceptions of the task of a 
university, and some causes of our present discontent. 
What he regards as the spurious remedies of scientific 
humanism and classical humanism are then examined 
and dismissed as inadequate--the latter, perhaps, a 
trifle too naively. Sir Walter then examines the 
fundamental questions of the aims and basis of a 
university, and ranges widely and with penetration 
over the varied and complex problems involved in 
academic freedom and integration, the content of 
studies, corporate life, the place of the university in 
the world, the task of Christians in a modern 
university and the role of a theological faculty. 

This penetrating analysis thus covers the whole 
field of the functions and work of the universities. 
But the fundamental issues are always kept firmly in 
mind ; there is no straying into irrelevancies, 
although Sir Walter writes with wisdom and discern
ment on many secondary questions as well as on his 
main theme. If the question of numbers is eschewed 
it is deliberate, because the number of students, 
and even what faculties should be maintained, are of 
secondary importance to that of determining the 
prime purpose of a university and what the com
munity should expect to find in the new graduate. 
With this discernment go a balance of judgment, a 
persuasiveness and charm and a reasonableness that 
will commend the book even to those leMt disposed 
to accept the author's premises in their entirety. 

Summarizing the results of this analysis and 
argument in a final chapter, Sir Walter suggests that 
while in technical advances the universities are 
showing the way, only to a slight extent are they 
protagonists in the transmutation of values. No 
accepted ideal has replaced the traditional one of 
training students for leadership in a stratified society 
now disappearing and in which we no longer believe. 
The universities have no agreed criteria by which to 
assess their policies, organisation, teaching methods 
and the forms of their communal life ; and the crisis 
in the universities of which Sir Walter writes arises 
out of the contrast between the need of the time and 
present academic inhibitions and disabilities. 

The accuracy of Sir Walter's diagnosis has since 
been emphasized in the presidential address of Lord 
Southway to the Classical Association delivered in 
Manchester on April 21. Lord Southway directed 
attention to the dwindling number in recent years of 
those distinguishing themselves in the Classical 
Tripos at Cambridge or in the School of Literre 
Humaniores at Oxford who have found their way 
into political life or have attained political eminence. 
In this respect they are greatly outnumbered by the 
natural scientists, economists, psychologists, techno
logists and other kinds of experts. For all its priceless 

value, a higher classical education appears to be 
making little direct contribution to the daily business 
of the modern world. 

What needs to be remembered is that in the last 
two generations the centres of political power have 
shifted, and leadership in Britain is no longer con
fined to such fields as the Church, the professions, the 
Civil Service and the armed forces of the Crown. At 
the same time, there is little evidence that the 
classical scholar is entering new fields, such as the 
trade union movement, in which clear thinking and 
selfless leadership with the classical qualities of 
restraint and toleration are no less important than, 
for example, in the Church. The very fact that the 
universities are not ostensibly providing leaders of 
the requisite calibre in all the important fields of 
modern life should impel teachers and administrators 
to think deeply about the issues to which Sir Walter 
directs their attention. 

Sir Walter will doubtless feel recompensed if his 
book awakens university teachers and administrators 
to greater concern about these issues, for even the 
Christian revival for which he himself looks must 
comprise, as he recognizes, not only recovery but also 
an element of discovery. The positive policy he 
advocates starts with the removal of all inhibition of 
discussion of the vital questions of the day. The 
university must be a battle-ground where the real 
intellectual issues of our time are fought out, and 
their protagonists are confronted with one another. 
In such wrestlings the university must stimulate the 
characteristic academic excellencies of precision, 
comprehensiveness and candour, and the penetration 
which discerns the principles underlying practical 
disagreements. Moreover, such debates must be 
conducted at the level at which our several basic 
acceptances begin to diverge. This demands the 
restoration of communications between the isolated 
mental worlds which different groups have come to 
inhabit. 

Even thus far, Sir Walter will doubtless stimulate 
much discussion ; and to adopt his proposals might 
well shock the governing bodies of certain universities, 
as Bruce Truscot's books have indicated. But Sir 
Walter is emphatic that there is a limit to neutrality. 
There are issues so fundamental that real neutrality 
is impossible. Irrespective of internal differences, a 
university as a whole must stand for such basic 
academic values as a passion for truth, thoroughness 
in pursuing it to the bitter end, a delicate precision 
in analysis, a jud.icial temper, a willingness to learn 
from all quarters and an uncompromising insistence 
on freedom of utterance. There are also other values 
common to the whole community in which the 
university is set : for British universities these 
include recognition of an absolute moral obligation, 
an ingrained respect for law and order and an un
shakable conviction that 'people matter'. 

Beyond this, Sir Walter insists that in the university 
it is necessary constantly to explore and probe such 
values and to discover how far they are genuine and 
coherent. "It is the special vocation of the university 
to think things out and to trace particular truths 
back to the principles on which they rest." While, 
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however, he urges that a university should not be 
colourless or merely neutral on major issues, but 
should honestly avow the scheme of values by which 
the ordering of its life and studies is determined, his 
contention that these values can and should be 
increasingly Christian values does not lead him to 
claim for the Christian in the university more than 
the role of a creative minority. 

This brief sununary of Sir Walter's main argument 
may show the wide field he traverses, although it 
cannot do adequate justice to the persuasiveness with 
which it is presented or its lucidity and cogency. 
The argument also flows into numerous other ques
tions, such as the regional responsibilities of a 
university, in which he firmly believes, the autonomy 
of a university and its relation to the State. A 
word must, however, be said of his treatment of the 
question of studies in relation to the equipment of a 
student to choose ends and recognize values so as to 
live his life more purposefully ; this is necessary 
to show that what Sir Walter advocates is not that 
the universities should train their students with any 
particular philosophy of a Christian 
philosophy-but that the students should be helped 
to formulate their own, and given the best guidance 
as to where the most effective help may be found. 

Sir Walter's solution to the problem of combining 
general with occupational education involves breaking 
down the present isolation of subjects and depart
ments, not only giving more attention to fields in 
which they overlap but also bringing different dis
ciplines to bear on the same problem. The overloading 
of curricula must be ruthlessly assailed, and for 
members of staff a new balance between teaching 
and research must be found. A healthy insistence on 
discovery and original thought must not, he insists, 
be over-stressed to the virtual exclusion of any real 
intimacy between teachers and pupils, while cus
tomary methods of teaching and of testing must be 
reconsidered. 

In discussing the way in which the university could 
adapt and revitalize the aristocratic tradition in
ternally, Sir Walter just touches on the question of 
selection. Here he recognizes even more explicitly 
than the University Grants Committee in its report 
that there is, and must be, a place for others than 
those who have gained awards or scholarships, and 
he quotes pertinently from Lord Balfour's experience 
at Cambridge. Sir Walter shares the belief that A. 
Liddell Hart proclaimed in a recent broadcast on the 
Third Programme of the B.B.C. : "The closed shop 
in any form is the very antithesis of a living univer
sity". Liddell Hart went on to suggest that the Free 
University of Berlin may be worth watching "to see 
whether the German tradition of learning can be 
freely reconciled with the American development of 
the community centre, whether the German belief in 
an elite can be joined to the American faith in ever
widening opportunities". 

Sir Walter has made a contribution to the dis
cussion on the place and future of the university 
which is important not only in its British setting but 
also in the wider world context with which the 
United Nations Educational, Cultural and Scientific 

Organisation is already concerned. If he raises many 
controversial issues, he asks many questions to which 
answers must assuredly be found, and not least he 
challenges the complacency with which some popular 
ideas of the functions of a university and of university 
practice are accepted. The book is more constructive 
than Ortega y Gasset's "Mission of the University", 
which although equally challenging was more limited 
in scope; and Sir Walter is as uncompromising as 
is Sir Charles Grant Robertson in his belief that the 
universities must face the issue of religion if they are 
to become real laboratories and power-houses of 
spiritual and moral efficiency. 

KINEMATIC RELATIVITY ,.w 
Kinematic Relativity 
A Sequel to "Relativity, Gravitation and World 
Structure". By E. A. Milne. (International Series 
of Monographs Pp. vii+238. (Oxford: 
Clarendon Pres on: Oxford University 
Press.) 25s. net. 

rpHIS a systematized account of the 
11 in kinematic relativity since the 

pu on in 1935 of the author's "Relativity, 
Gr t: on and World Structure". It is complete 
in f, containing a sufficient account of the earlier 
work to enable it to be read independently. 

To express opinions about the merits of kinematic 
relativity is to risk entering a domain of controversy 
relatively unfamiliar to the pure mathematician. 
Yet it is appropriate that the 'book should be noticed 
by pure mathematicians, to whom, as the author 
notes, it may have a greater appeal than to the 
"hard-headed experimental physicist". I have per
sonally found it very attractive, with its clarity of 
statement, its careful attention to definitions and its 
logical development ; but it is this same abstract 
approach that makes the theory unattractive to the 
empirically minded, and partly accounts, no doubt, for 
its incomplete popularity. Kinematic relativity has 
been the object of much criticism, some based 
apparently upon prejudice and some upon mis
conceptions of Milne's purpose and point of view; but 
it has fortunately also received a share of the respect
ful and dispassionate criticism due to a striking and 
powerfully argued theory. 

Milne maintains that kinematic relativity is self
consistent, and that, being so, it is on a footing 
similar to that of the various systems of geometry, 
the acceptance of which bears no relation to their 
applicability to the external world. That may be 
so : but it is as a cosmological theory, and not as a 
mathematical tour de force, that it will almost cer
tainly be judged, however great may be its intrinsic 
merits. Those merits are considerable, for, if the book 
is nothing else, it is a work of art, with a sense of 
intellectual adventure running through it. 

Kinematic relativity is not concerned with the 
construction of different sorts of universes suitable 
for the representation of different phenomena, and 
so has no counterpart of the various worlds (fiat, 
Schwarzschild, expanding, etc.) of general relativity. 
It is concerned with the construction of a single 
universe, idealized in the sense of being 'smoothed 
out', but possessing the main features of the physical 
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