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Dear Professor Le Roy Ladurie,

do you think that the modern�day

university is a moving force or an

obstacle in the way of social innova�

tion nowadays?

In countries like Singapore and

China, universities seek to stimulate

progress and social change. In

France, the situation is somewhat

different. I do not want to sound

unpatriotic, but our universities find
it very hard to adapt to the modern
situation. The situation may be bet�

ter in other European countries,

such as Germany, the Netherlands

and the UK, but in the countries of

the Mediterranean, the situation

also leaves much to be desired.

How important do you think the

role of universities in modern�day

politics is? Are universities still a

breeding ground for tomorrow’s politi�

cal leaders?

One of the ways that French uni�

versities influence political life is

through the actions of the rather rev�
olutionary students, who are opposed
to any change and are often represent
an obstacle to achieving progress.
This is to say that their influence is

certainly not always beneficial.

Another, more direct, form of influ�

ence is the role played by the

National School for Administration

(ENA), which prepares future pub�

lic servants and whose graduates

form the basis of the political class

in France. This influence is, in

essence, a beneficial one.

Has there been a big change in

the political views and affinities of

professors and students in recent

years? Are they basically in consensus

or do they disagree with the attitudes

of society in general?

In the USA, professors of the

humanities and the social sciences

often adhere to more leftist political

views, while their students may tend

towards the extreme left. American

universities are liberal in the

American sense of this word – in

other words, they have leftist views,

although their opinions are not nec�

essarily radical. At the same time,

the majority of Americans (though

not necessarily an overwhelming

majority) adhere to views that are

more conservative and right�lean�

ing. At some point, Bush managed

to win an election simply on the

basis of accusations that his oppo�

nent was a liberal.

After the victory of Barack

Obama, a certain shift took place in

the global political balance. The

world community began to lean a

bit more to the left. However, it is

not yet clear if this “swing to the

left” is going to last.

In France the universities also

tend to be leftist, unlike the major�

ity of the population, which is pre�

dominantly right in their views.

One of the specific differences with

France is that we have established

leftist political movements that

have a long history and a sizeable

influence on both national and

global politics.

Would you say that the increase

in the level of education is an indica�

tor of the development of a society?

Definitely, I would say so. The

upper class in both French and

German society prior to World War

I was actually very well educated,

they had received a brilliant educa�

tion. As a result, Germany experi�

enced rapid economic growth,

while France enjoyed a remarkable

cultural boom. Unfortunately, both

countries lost most of their elite to

the war.

Nowadays, the level of education
in France and, I think, other western
countries has deteriorated. This has

to do with the tendency to abuse

TV and Internet, which accounts

for a significant portion of

teenagers’ time. I would also like to

note that the educational system in

the former communist states was
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Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie
(born in 1929) is a world-
renowned French historian
focusing on the medieval period.
whose work is mainly centred
upon the ancien regime of the
modern era. Le Roy Ladurie is
the founder of the Nouvelle his-
toire school of thought. Following
his teacher Fernand Braudel, he
was an active participant of the

Annales School movement.
Today, he is an honorary profes-
sor at the Collège de France.

Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie is
most renowned for the research
he conducted on the daily life of
the peasantry in the Languedoc
province of France. Together
with Carlo Ginzburg, he is con-
sidered to be one of the fathers
of the so-called ‘microhistory’

genre. Apart from microhistorical
research, Emmanuel Le Roy
Ladurie is also known as one of
the originators of climate history
research and is also known for
his work on the social and politi-
cal history of France under royal
rule in the late medieval and
early modern period, right up
until the beginning of the reign of
Louis XVI.
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There has never been

widespread accept�

ance in the USA of the

notion that research insti�

tutes should somehow be

separated from teaching

institutions. In America,

there is nothing similar to

the Max Planck Institute

or France’s Centre

National de la Recherche

Scientifique (CNRS).

Most of researchers in the

US must also teach stu�

dents and, in my opinion,

that remains a strength of

the American educational

system (an exception must

be made for the Princeton

Institute of Advanced

Study or the RAND

Corporation — but I don’t

necessarily think that they

perform their functions

better than universities as

such.)

The old socialist bloc

countries, including the

republics of the former

Soviet Union, had sepa�

rate research institutions

that often resolved collab�

orative tasks. I do not

believe that this is the best

use of skilled academics. I

also think that a professor

tends to play a more useful

role in society than an aca�

demician. If I were at lib�
erty to determine the edu�
cation policy in one of those
countries where similar
academic institutions exist,
I would seek to integrate
them more closely with the
process of teaching stu�
dents.

Admittedly, in the USA,

the private sector activity

carries out a great deal of

research. For the most

part, this usually takes the

form of financing universi�

ty research programs, but

some corporations also

have their own laborato�

ries. Among such compa�

nies are Bell Labs, IBM,

Microsoft, Intel, and

Google, for instance

Grants from the NSF go

towards funding a huge

amount of developments

in the sphere of medicine

and the natural sciences,

in addition to some

research in the social sci�

ences.

Universities certainly

will be different in the

future. There will be much

more decentralisation in

the teaching process

through internet offerings

(through distance learning

programmes). Major cen�

tral libraries will become

less important with the

emergence of and access

to a greater amount of dig�

ital information. I think

that, as universities mature

they will most likely

become less active politi�

cally. However, in some

countries, universities will

retain the function of

being an implicit opposi�

tional element to the pow�

ers that be. In recent

years, this has not been so

much the case in the USA

(with the exception of the

l960s), compared to uni�

versities in Latin America,

France, Italy and perhaps

some Asian societies.

Perhaps universities will

continue to play this role

in the future. ��
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rather good, despite the existence of many flaws in

other areas of their society.

How will the ideology and status of the 21st century

university differ from those of the 20th century? Will they

become more politicised institutions than it is currently

the case? What do you think are the factors that will

affect the development of the university as an institution

in the near future?

Universities will definitely become an important

force in the society in the 21st century. However, they

will have to compete for influence with other forces

that currently have a greater influence on society,

namely the Internet and its most important segments

(e.g. Google, Wikipedia). Nowadays, the students do

not use crib sheets or cue cards to find the answers they

need to answer their exam questions; instead, they

search online for the information they need to answer

these questions on. New technologies are taking on

greater weight in the information balance. The impor�

tance of reading books is declining, while the use of

other informational sources is increasing. Thus, it
appears that universities are not the only source of
knowledge and that they are no longer the force that
they used to be.

The university’s position as a social force is threat�

ened by the mass media and by video games, which are

an important part of the life of the young people.

Today’s youth tend to be good with computers and new

technologies, and this is probably the most important

driver of social change in recent years. ��
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