
  

 

 

Tilburg University

Out of the Labyrinth

van Lenning, Alkeline

Publication date:
2019

Document Version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in Tilburg University Research Portal

Citation for published version (APA):
van Lenning, A. (2019). Out of the Labyrinth. Tilburg University Press.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal
Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

Download date: 23. May. 2023

https://research.tilburguniversity.edu/en/publications/299b802d-4cbc-494c-9cea-98277e4bfd2e


P
ro

f. d
r. A

lkelin
e van

 Len
n

in
g

O
ntsnapping uit het labyrint 

 
 

O
ut of the Labyrinth

Out of the Labyrinth

Inaugural address, spoken by

Prof. dr. Alkeline van Lenning



In 1992, Alkeline van Lenning did her Phd in Utrecht University on a research 

about Anorexia Nervosa. At Tilburg University she worked as an assistant professor 

in Gender Studies. She was the Director of Education of the BA in Sociology. In 

2010, she became an associate professor and since 2007 she was the Vice Dean of 

the Liberal Arts and Sciences educational program. In 2016 she became Dean of 

University College Tilburg. She published many articles and several books on gender 

related issues and taught at international schools such as: Roosevelt University in 

Chicago, Venice International University and Sana’a University in Yemen. In 2018 

she became professor of Multidisciplinary Education particularly in Liberal Arts and 

Sciences. 



1   Out of the Labyrinth

Out of the Labyrinth

Prof. dr. Alkeline van Lenning

Inaugural address, 
delivered in adapted form at the occasion of her inauguration as professor 
of Multidisciplinary Education particularly in Liberal Arts and Sciences at 
Tilburg University on Friday 21 June 2019, by Prof. dr. Alkeline van Lenning.



Out of the Labyrinth

© Alkeline van Lenning, 2019 
ISBN: 978-94-6167-396-1

Alle rechten voorbehouden. Niets uit deze uitgave mag worden verveelvoudigd, opgeslagen in een

geautomatiseerd gegevensbestand, of openbaar gemaakt, in enige vorm of op enige wijze, hetzij

elektronisch, mechanisch, door fotokopieën, opnamen of op enige andere manier.

www.tilburguniversity.edu/nl



Out of the Labyrinth   54   Out of the Labyrinth

Contents

1. Meritocracy, a Utopian fantasy

2. Clearing the Ground for Meritocracy

3. Meritocracy, a Dystopic View

4. Lecturers Trapped in the Meritocratic Labyrinth

5. Students Lost in the Meritocratic Labyrinth

6. A Moral Compass as a Navigation Tool in the Meritocratic Labyrinth

7. Meritocratic Interpretations of Final Attainments

8. Some Conclusions



Out of the Labyrinth   76   Out of the Labyrinth

Introduction*

In this address, I am inviting you to join me on a historical journey. With an 
occasional giant leap, we will go through half a century of changing dominant 
ideologies in the Netherlands. In eight parts, I will discuss some of the negative 
effects the currently prevailing ideology of meritocracy has had on academic 
teaching. I will explain what we do in our small corner of the world, in our 
University College to reverse or minimize these forceful effects.

* The author wishes to thank Hans Verhulst and Riet Bettonviel for correcting the English text.
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The term meritocracy was coined by sociologist and politician Michael Dunlop 
Young. Defining merit as intelligence/talent + effort, he predicted that it would 
supplant the central principle of class as a basis for social hierarchy.1 We now 
know that Young made an accurate prediction. In the Netherlands, from the 
fifties onwards, embarking on university studies came within reach of vastly 
more people than ever before, with college attendance exploding as a result.  
 

Number of students enrolled in Dutch Universities

1900 900

1935 2.500

1951 5.414

1960 6.887

1970 10.079

2002 178.531

2017 276.713

 
Born two years before Young’s publication, I enrolled at university in 1975. 
Nowadays, the average age at which kids leave their parental home is 23.5 (CBS, 
2017). Back then in the seventies, it was quite a bit lower. I was 19 and couldn’t 
wait to leave my childhood home. With the generation gap still yawning, this 
was a common age for youngsters to leave parental authority. 

When I was a freshman in 1975, the center-left Den Uyl cabinet (1973-1977) 
was halfway through its term of office. Prime Minister Joop den Uyl’s ambition 
was to realize a fairer distribution in Dutch society of knowledge, power, and 
wealth. The idea was that knowledge in the sense of information and education 
was a prerequisite for generating income, acquiring property, and gaining 
access to power. Equal opportunities in access to education was obviously an 
important element in all this, because it would ensure that everyone would be 
able to develop their talents, just as Young had described. 

Meritocracy, 

a Utopian fantasy



Out of the Labyrinth   1110   Out of the Labyrinth

Although I was eager to escape parental supervision, I didn’t want to leave 
my birthplace of Amsterdam. This narrowed my choices down to either the 
Municipal University, GU, now known as the UvA or the Free University. Being 
a first-generation student – nobody in my family had ever gone to college or 
university - I had no one to advise me in this matter. Ignorant of the Calvinistic 
foundations it was grounded on by its founding father Abraham Kuyper, the 
university I opted for was the Free University, because the name really appealed 
to me. In the mid-seventies, the days of strong pillarization in Dutch society 
– mainly along religious, denominational lines – were largely behind us, 
although there were still quite a few remnants left. It was only when attending 
Prof. Troost’s lectures on Philosophy of the Cosmonomic Idea (Wijsbegeerte der 
Wetsidee), which was a philosophical underpinning of a protestant scientific 
approach2, that I noticed the university’s Christian roots. I was intrigued, 
because the lectures were about ethics, about the ultimate objectives of science, 
and even about the meaning of life.  As a young student, I had many questions, 
and I longed for knowledge and enjoyed discussions on these topics. But my 
fellow students collectively despised the course and decided to boycott the 
lectures. Nevertheless, a new horizon of possible worldviews had opened itself 
up to me in my freshman year. In the course of my studies, I encountered 
interesting views on understanding human behavior, fascinating questions in 
regard to justice, entire fields of knowledge, and new insights and ideas. None 
of this would have happened if I had not lived in an essentially meritocratic 
society.   
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After the rapid depillarization that took place in the sixties and seventies, 
non-religious ideologies emerged. Social criticism prevailed. Young people 
distanced themselves from the values of the older generations. ‘Power to the 
imagination’ was a much-heard slogan; crimes were discussed as logical results 
of societal injustice; madness was perceived as societal criticism; women’s 
emancipation was on the rise; authority was questioned, children were raised to 
be disobedient; and a property-less society came into vogue. In the late eighties, 
these societal critiques lost their dominance again.

In the nineties, all the grand stories, all religious and non-religious ideologies 
lost their supremacy and the dominance of critical engagement faded even 
further. For some time already, postmodernism, anti-essentialism, and 
constructivism had been criticizing Western values, stressing that no superior 
standards existed for assessing values. This cleared the way for further 
reasoning along meritocratic lines: all people are equal and should (therefore) 
have equal opportunities. This entailed that, merit (intelligence/talent + 
effort) and merit only can and should make all the difference. Disregard for 
inherited power and old established orders ensued as a result, to be replaced by 
a strong commitment to diversity and openness as the only fair and just ruling 
principle.3

The moral justification of meritocracy is a simple one: it gives everyone what 
they rightfully deserve. The way this worked out in practice was that hard-
working and talented people should be rewarded; untalented, lazy people 
should not. No one should be discriminated against due to gender, religious 
affiliation, social background, or ethnicity. 

The feeling that politics should not be moralistic and that all paternalism 
should be renounced was not only supported within the politically correct 
circles of postmodernists, but was also embraced widely outside it. With the 
rejection of both traditional ideologies and more current ideological concepts 
such as false and true consciousness, we turned away from the ideals of 
elevation in general, and of edification through education and upbringing in 
particular. In the Netherlands, the nineties were dominated politically by the 
so-called ‘purple’ governments, in which, for the first time ever, the religious 
parties were not represented. The color emerged as a result of the ‘blue’ liberal 
conservatives being mixed with the ‘red’ of the social democrats (Kok I 1994-

Clearing the Ground for 

Meritocracy
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1998 and Kok II: 1998-2002). In these cabinets, the ideals of the two parties 
were merged in what you might call a pragmatic compromise. The social 
democrats wanted equal opportunities for all, and the liberal conservatives felt 
that by conferring most power on those best equipped to wield it, meritocracy 
would produce a better society for everybody. The resulting ‘compromise’ would 
be efficient.4 Policies were steered towards efficiency. The government was 
retreating, moving away from the Rhineland model towards a more neo-liberal 
Anglo-Saxon approach; its policies became more technocratic; more room was 
made for the free market in which the best would win.

The policies of Dutch Universities became increasingly corporate. The free 
market ideology, thinking in terms of supply and demand, in consumers and 
producers, and in costs and benefits, became the dominant ideology. This fitted 
in nicely with the meritocratic idea of competition.

New Public Management, which prioritized measuring performance results 
called ‘output’, now determined academic policies. The general consensus was 
that output was an objective and honest method to decide who was the best. 
In the international, highly competitive academic education system, university 
rankings began to be drawn up and published.5 Slowly but surely, a meritocratic 
labyrinth emerged, and universities turned into companies in the market of 
education and research.

The government spends a huge amount of money on university education. 
However, because the overall student body is still increasing every year, the 
government contribution per student has been shrinking steadily over the 
years. 
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Together, the universities receive a huge budget. This budget is divided 
according to the numbers of enrolled students and the number of diplomas 
granted per university. This means that universities that are growing in terms 
of student inflow and output will get a larger slice of the pie, at the obvious cost 
of other universities. As a result, most universities want to retain or expand 
their market share, but the pie is not growing as fast as Dutch universities are.

 
Since the turn of the century, PR and marketing divisions at universities have 
become increasingly professionalized. Information brochures and websites can 
no longer be distinguished from regular commercial promotional material, 
and prospective students and their parents certainly consider them as such. 
These ‘empowered consumers’ seem to look at education as something that can 
simply be bought, like any commodities they might be interested in. In actual 
fact, however, they are not really ‘buying’ an education out of their own pockets. 
Universities derive the bulk of their income from public means and only 9% of 
the university’s income consists of students’ tuition fees.6 

Students and their parents often do not know how universities are funded. What 
they do know is that they have to pay tuition fees. They are aware of the cost of 
living, the system of student loans, and the fact that most students will have 
incurred a debt at the end of their studies. As a result, the notion that education 
is a public good (beneficial to all) has given way to the conviction that education 
is a positional good (deriving part of its value from the fact that not everybody 
has it). An academic education has thus become an investment in one’s personal 
future. What is more, universities are actually advertising their programs as 
such. Students tend to feel that their diplomas are tickets to a well-paid job, and, 
as a result, have become increasingly focused on obtaining credits. 

The awareness of having a debt to society for the privilege of having had an 
academic education has transformed into a firm belief in individual entitlement. 

In the wake of the prevailing adherence to meritocracy, the student population 
at Dutch universities has grown by 54% since the turn of the century. While 
more staff have also been appointed since then, this trend has not kept up with 
the rise in student numbers.7  

 
The student body has not only expanded, it has also become more diverse, 
particularly in the past 15 years. Women had already started to find their way 
into universities earlier on. It should be added that it seems to be easier for 
girls to enroll into the university, than for female staff to find their way to the 
top. I am happy that my professorship can make a tiny difference in numbers. 
In addition to the growing numbers of female students, more and more 
international students have also been entering Dutch universities. 



Out of the Labyrinth   1918   Out of the Labyrinth

Universities are competing worldwide for the smart students, and publish their 
position on the rankings whenever it makes them look good. 

INSERT IMAGE 3 and IMAGE 4

 
Dutch universities offer high quality education, an international environment, 
and a fine infrastructure.  Simon Kuper writes: ‘I’ll tell my children: rather 
than forking out $500,000 to bribe your way into the University of Southern 
California, let’s send you to the higher-ranked University of Amsterdam for 
2,083 in annual tuition.’8

 
 
In addition to the inflow just mentioned, there is a growing number of 
students from universities of applied sciences enrolling at universities.9 These 
are all trends we should applaud from the viewpoint of equal opportunities 
and the pedagogical value of diversity in the classroom. Studying gives you 
the opportunity to encounter and get to know others who have had different 
formative experiences, come from different backgrounds, and hold different 
convictions. 
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Ever since women, first-generation students, students from universities of 
applied sciences, and international students have been welcomed at Dutch 
universities, and since all universities have felt forced to retain or expand their 
market share, massification of our universities has become a fact. One of the 
results has been a growing concern about students’ intellectual abilities, and 
the ensuing wish to select prospective students. Now, don’t get me wrong. I 
am not implying that graduates from universities of applied sciences or first-
generation students are the problem. In my experience, the students we worry 
about may well have parents who studied themselves, and these parents will 
not settle for anything ‘less’ than an academic education for their children. 
What I do perceive as a real threat is that in our country there has been a steady 
increase in private intensive and (therefore) expensive homework supervision 
and study guidance.10 Parents with modest financial means cannot afford these 
forms of support.11 Moreover, in social classes unfamiliar with the academy, 
parents often are not even aware of possibilities such as these. Admission fraud 
in prestigious universities such as Yale and Stanford sparked fierce debates in 
the States.12 As Michel Young predicted, parents who have access to power and 
influence will try to gain all fair and unfair advantages for their children. Mike 
Savage stated that: ‘If there is a highly competitive education system and labor 
market, it is those who can maximize every possible advantage and who start 
from the most advantaged positions who are best able to succeed within this 
meritocratic structure’.13 

Young’s book on Meritocracy was not so much a plea for equal opportunities 
for all; it was a warning. He coined the word for something he dreaded. 
Young stated that if meritocracy were to become the norm, this would mean 
humiliation for many. The ones that succeed will justify their privileges on 
the grounds of their capacities and efforts. One form of perceived entitlement 
will simply have replaced the other. They will feel that they deserve to be at 
the top. Those who do not succeed simply failed every opportunity they were 
given. Indeed, research published this year concluded that one in seven Dutch 
citizens is ashamed of their financial situation. This is especially true for people 
who have experienced downward mobility.14 They suffer from the dominant 
viewpoint that they only have themselves to blame for their lack of success and 
that their predicament is their own fault.15 This is one of the serious downsides 
to meritocracy, which — in spite of Young’s warning—is  still almost 

Meritocracy, a Dystopic View
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exclusively regarded, particularly by politicians, as a form of upward rather than 
downward social mobility. Michel Young’s warnings have fallen on deaf ears.16 

As access to higher education increased, so did stratification. It was in these 
circumstances that the Dutch University Colleges emerged. With their selection 
procedures, small-scale classes, and higher tuition fees, they became the crème 
de la crème of higher education. When in 2006, Willem Witteveen invited me 
to design together with a number of colleagues, a Liberal Arts and Sciences 
program, I was honored and felt challenged to create a high-quality educational 
program that would also be accessible. Since then, it has been a pleasure to 
work in the Liberal Arts and Sciences program and I have had the privilege to 
work as Dean of UC Tilburg for the last few years. From the start, 

we discussed the question of how to be a valuable institute without being 
elitist. We decided to work with modest tuition fees. It was decided to locate 
the College on campus as opposed to the usual residential setting, separate 
from the university community. The lecturers were not to be appointed at the 
University College itself, but instead were to be recruited from all Schools of 
Tilburg University. We only have a very small permanent staff at the College. 
Another decision we took was not to select on excellence only, which means 
mainly focusing on the grades prospective students had obtained. Instead we 
decided to emphatically take into account their motivation and their possibilities 
for intellectual growth. UC Tilburg wants to be a transformative experience. 

It aims for output excellence rather than input excellence. In its admissions 
procedure, UC Tilburg does not select students on the basis of grades only, but 
also welcomes students who show a strong potential for developing intellectual 
curiosity and engaged citizenship. This is because UC Tilburg believes that the 
excellence of its education is defined by the difference between the prospective 
student and the final graduate. The ultimate ambition for UC Tilburg is to 
deliver graduates who have realized their full academic and personal potential 
and meet the target criteria of ‘output excellence’, as defined by UC Tilburg. We 
are currently in the process of developing a tool to assess even more accurately 
whether our graduates do indeed meet the target criteria of UCT’s definition 
of excellence. Data on grades, the level of Bachelor’s theses, and study pace are 
readily available. The soft criteria in UCT’s definition of excellence, namely, 
social commitment, engaged citizenship, and ethical awareness are more 
challenging to assess. The project we have just started aims to collect and 
analyze autobiographical narratives of our graduates. In these narratives, the 
graduates subjectively reflect on topics such as their academic growth during 
their studies, their personal development in terms of social commitment and 
ethical awareness, and how the program has contributed to that academic and 
personal development.

These are some of UC Tilburg’s very local alternative answers to meritocratic 
expectations. Our idea was that we should be an excellent program but an 
accessible and affordable one. I am proud to say that so far we have succeeded at 
that.
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Due to competition, quantified quality control measurements, and transparency, 
our meritocratic beliefs entail that demands regarding education will continue 
to change and will only get more ambitious. Courses are evaluated constantly 
and students invited to take part in evaluations of their program. Every year, 
the results are published in the Elsevier Special and in Keuzegids Universiteiten. 
Prospective students and their parents make use of these publications in 
deciding on the university and the program. Because universities do not want to 
lose their market share, it is very important to be appreciated. Furthermore, the 
program management continuously monitors the educational quality and has to 
present the results to re-accreditation committees. 

Lecturers are working with ever-changing course management systems, 
employing video lectures, mock exams, plagiarism-detection software, and 
pre-exam feedback. They design online quizzes and Power Point slides. They 
fill out grade matrices and have to obtain a University Teaching Qualification. I 
feel that, besides educational feasibility, we need to start talking about teaching 
feasibility. Teaching is difficult, the problems and challenges involved cannot 
be solved or overcome by technical tools. It eludes all kinds of quality control 
measurements used in modern universities. Lecturing is unpredictable because 
it is a complex task, and because it has to do with human relationships. Every 
lecturer has to deal with uncertainty. Teaching a class provides the lecturer 
with experience, but never with the assurance of success in the next class. Every 
class, every group of students, and every situation in class is unique.17

Treating higher education as just another commodity obscures the lecturer’s 
role, which involves cultivating students’ capacities and offering them 
guidance in ensuring their interests. A lecturer can be a role model, a source 
of inspiration, and a source of support for students. This is something no 
technical tool can guarantee and no education quality assurance system can 
measure. 

Lecturers Trapped in 

the Meritocratic Labyrinth
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At our University College, we conducted a survey on students’ appreciation for 
lecturers and found that the core quality, the quality they value most, is being 
a caring person. Caring is almost impossible to quantify. Over the last 36 
years that I have worked at this university, I have seen all kinds of educational 
quality measurements being developed, often quantified and further refined. 
The problem I have with these is that the ever more evolved measurements are 
tempting us to put our faith in them.18 These signifiers are flawed by definition 
in that they often do not really measure what they are supposed and believed to 
measure.19 Imagine measuring how much you love your partner by counting 
kisses, bunches of flowers you gave them, and the number of pictures you 
took. All perfectly clear and quantifiable. You take care to score high and you 

know what to do, but would it adequately reflect how much you really care for 
him or her, or result in you loving your partner more? Imagine you have been 
busy scoring all day and you are worn out. You go to bed exhausted, and, in the 
middle of the night, you hear your partner sobbing quietly. You know there are 
no extra points to win, what will you do?20

I use this example to show that there is a real danger that the lecturers’ energy 
is diverted to efforts to improve the scores on measurable targets at the expense 
of activities for which the metric is supposed to be a proxy, namely the quality 
of education.21 Although we know that the scoring system is flawed, we cannot 
simply shove these measurements aside, and because of that we call them 
‘indicators’.22 We know this is just semantics, because subsequently these 
incorrect indicators have a marked influence on our daily practice. We are busy 
ticking the boxes, and, because we are so busy, we tend to neglect maintaining 
and improving the quality of our education.23 The outcomes draw us away from 
the things we care about. This becomes dangerous when the measurement 
outcomes have little or even no relationship to what we really want to know. In 
that sense, they provide us with distorted knowledge—knowledge that seems 
solid but is deceptive.24 At UC Tilburg, we created semester panel sessions 
with students in which their feedback provides the qualitative measurement 
of educational quality control. These are structured conversations with 
student groups about their assessment of the courses they took. We discuss 
the students’ experiences at length, including their own efforts, or lack of 
effort. I find these evaluations far more valuable than the digital individual 
course evaluations because it is a two-way street, because we engage in a true 
exchange and we can really go into things in detail. We discuss possibilities 
for improvement, students’ personal assessments are compared and contrasted 
with those of other students, and both sides can ask questions.
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As discussed earlier, the era of pillarization has ended. The moral authority of 
institutions like the church, government, and even the family, has declined. 
Politicians seem to be preoccupied with efficiency, costs, and quality control. 
The only belief our governments have held in the last decade—that I have been 
able to make out—is a firm belief in the free market. 

In these times of meritocracy, individualism, and freedom, students and 
prospective students, who are even younger, are pressed to follow their 
passions, to listen to their hearts. What makes them tick? It is a terrible burden 
for them because they have little to believe in, except themselves. Students want 
to do the right thing, to make a difference but they have no articulated idea of 
what this would entail in their later lives. The aversion against paternalism and 
the wish to shake off unhealthy authoritarian relationships drove my generation 
to perceive students as self-directing adults with self-determination. It turns 
out we may have overestimated ourselves. Psychological studies show that 
students at university, although legally considered as adults, are still very much 
in their formative years.25 Their passions have not yet evolved. They are told 
to make the most of themselves, but many have no idea as yet how to do that. 
They do not lack ambition, but they often do lack a meaningful goal. They are 
lost in the meritocratic labyrinth. Because they are not sure of who they are and 
what it is they want, they are highly responsive to other people’s and society’s 
expectations. And these expectations run sky high. Average is over, it’s just 
not good enough anymore, or so at least they are told.26 As a result, anxiety 
and stress are making life difficult for many of them, and many feel lonely and 
afraid. 

Students Lost in the 

Meritocratic Labyrinth
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British researchers found that 27% of students suffer from mental health 
problems.27 Also in the US, students report they are facing unprecedented levels 
of stress and that this is affecting their mental health.28 In 2018, a study on 
mental health and stress among UC students in the Netherlands revealed that 
half of the students were suffering from mental health problems.29 

 

Yale professor William Deresiewic presented a sharp analysis of this 
phenomenon.30 He writes: ‘The system manufactures students who are smart 
and talented and driven, but also anxious, timid, and lost, with little intellectual 
curiosity and a stunted sense of purpose: trapped in a bubble of privilege, 
heading meekly in the same direction, great at what they’re doing but with 
no idea why they’re doing it’.31 Due to the lack of grand stories and the ethics 
embodied in them, students not only become empowered consumers but also 
lonely résumé builders, trapped in a meritocratic labyrinth. Students tell us 
that they feel left to their own devices, fending or forced to fend for themselves 
in a rat race. They don’t feel they are, or ever will be, an integral part of a larger 
entity. They have little tolerance for uncertainty and doubt, and as a result suffer 
from stress of choice. If I ask them what torments them, they answer they do 
not know what to do to make sure they will get an interesting job, and also, 
they are not sure what will be interesting enough in the long run. They want 
a successful career but they also want to do some good and truly contribute to 
society. In other words: students want to lead meaningful lives. Their prospects 
are very much up in the air, and that makes life stressful. In the meantime, 
they are busy taking exams, writing essays and finishing assignments, lost in 
the meritocratic labyrinth. 
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Next academic year, our University College is starting on a new project called 
The Resilience Project. It hopes to provide possible solutions to the problem 
of students’ being fearful and lonely. It aims to give students insights into 
themselves and to provide them with the tools to adequately deal with failure. 
Failure is an integral part of every learning process. They will have to learn 
to deal with it, in their studies as well as afterwards. The project aims to 
combat the stigma too often still attached to failure and to promote a culture 
of openness and honesty about setbacks. We also hope that it will enable us to 
equip students to successfully face bigger challenges than just succeeding in 
their careers. One of the activities is a ‘Failing Forward Event’, where students, 
lecturers and guests present one of their failures to an audience.
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A Moral Compass as 

a Navigation Tool in 

the Meritocratic Labyrinth

It was my pleasure to write, together with my colleague Herman de Regt, 
this university’s vision on education.32 In developing this vision we talked to 
our colleagues. We put forward our ideas on the importance of developing a 
moral compass in students, for the benefit of the students and for society as a 
whole, and we subsequently asked them for their views on the matter. In these 
exchanges, we encountered widely different conceptions of the relationship 
between ethics and education.

Some colleagues were quite enthusiastic. However, we found that, even 
amongst those who agree on the desirability of discussing morals and ethics in 
education, there was disagreement on what this might entail in practice. Should 
the aim of moral education be to make students better persons? And if so: Who 
is to decide what a good person is, what it is that defines them? Should we talk 
about character building or should the university only create a context for moral 
growth?33 Those who are in favor of moral elements in education often disagree 
on what this should entail, let alone agreeing on some sort of consensus on how 
we should go about including moral elements in educational programs.

Other colleagues appeared to be indifferent to including ethical elements 
in education, whilst still others were not happy with ethics in education at 
all. These scholars and scientists often treasured the ideal of researchers 
pursuing ‘value-free’ inquiry within well-defined disciplinary boundaries. 
They felt ethics have no place in academic education, other than, maybe, the 
ethics of conducting proper science. They felt that morals and ethics are the 
responsibility of families, communities, and churches. In their opinion, paying 
attention to ethics in education means interfering with students’ personal 
freedom. 

There is a swelling tide of criticism against this position of minimal ethics in 
academic education. Earlier this year, Dutch research showed that corporate 
lawyers’ attitudes are characterized by ethical minimalism.34 The researcher in 
question states that it is important that universities help prevent students from 
becoming small cogs in the machine in which big companies are powerful 
clients.35 Another Dutch study that appeared this year concluded that students 
and graduates in business administration and economics are too much focused 
on efficiency only. This was to be expected. As Hayes stated, ‘Pure meritocrats 
are … trained to look ruthlessly for efficiency everywhere’.36 According to this 
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Dutch study, these students compartmentalize responsibilities. Their line 
of reasoning is as follows: We make things more efficient and we build cost-
efficient infrastructures; it is up to the politicians to deal with societal issues. 
Some of the interviewed students in this study claimed they were ambitious, 
in the sense that they wanted to become rich. Others stated that they wanted 
to do good, do what was right, but had no clue as to what this might be. The 
researcher concluded that these students lack ethical training, the courses they 
took being mainly focused on efficiency.37 

In our College, we introduced interdisciplinary courses focused on ethical 
problems. These include the courses Individuals and Collectives; a course 
on Evil, and one on Current European Issues; Brain and Morality; Law in 
Society; Values and Civil Society in Europe; Imagining Justice; Diversity and 
Community; and Discovering Diversity. In these courses, moral problems are 
discussed from a variety of disciplinary viewpoints.
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Meritocratic Interpretations 

of Final Attainments

The danger of ignoring ethical components in academic education is not only 
that graduates lack training in ethical reflection, but also that the absence 
of ethics tends to corrupt final attainments of many study programs. In 
the absence of ethical concerns and discussions, final attainments will be 
interpreted in a meritocratic, individual, and competitive manner. I will give 
some examples of final attainment goals to illustrate this. The first is Global 
Citizenship. This is a final attainment that we come across very often, so much 
so that it has become a buzzword. What exactly do we mean when we state that 
we want our graduates to emerge as Global Citizens? What we generally mean 
by this is that they should be interdisciplinary-oriented and be able to work in 
teams with people from a wide variety of backgrounds, and stemming from 
different disciplines. So far, so good, but when I picture this, I cannot help but 
feel we are educating our graduates to become part of an international elite: 
people who can live anywhere and who are not rooted in a local community. 
Ignatieff described such cosmopolitan, expert academics as examples of 
globalization (as globalized citizens), ‘They were familiar with the international 
literature … and well-travelled visitors to international conferences. At the same 
time these local cosmopolitans were sometimes (as) distant from the realities 
of their shantytowns, favelas, and poor neighborhoods.”38 In other words, he 
describes them as being cold cosmopolitans who are unattached to the local 
communities and meet with other cosmopolitans only. Instead of turning 
out graduates like these, we should educate our students to become engaged 
and responsible citizens, citizens who can work at any level, be it in a local, a 
national, or an international environment. If students become global citizens, 
I would prefer them to be warm cosmopolitans who are very much concerned 
with the local community and its pleasures and problems. 

As an alternative to the ideal of Global Citizenship, we formulated the ideal of 
Engaged Citizenship, and we designed The Social Innovation Project. In small 
groups, students are asked to identify a social challenge in the city of Tilburg. 
They are supervised by coaches from companies within the Tilburg area. They 
subsequently design a social innovation project intended to solve that problem 
or at least contribute to a solution. Then the project is put to the test and 
students have to put their ideas into practice. Students take on responsibility for 
their projects, for other people, and occupy themselves with problems beyond 
their lives as University College students, problems they might normally 
never be confronted with. In our University College, students often work in 
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groups. In taking this approach, we hope to go against “the fundamentally 
individualistic model of achievement” that is part and parcel of meritocracy.39  
We hope that students will experience that collective commitment can trump 
individual competitiveness.40 Working in groups is not merely an answer to the 
individualistic model of achievement; it also prepares them for future work. 
This not only applies to interdisciplinarily educated professionals. Surgeon, 
researcher, and writer Atul Gawande was asked: “What’s the number one thing 
missing in medical education today, for doctors?” His response was: “I think 
the number one thing is an education around the fact that we are no longer a 
craft. It’s no longer an individual craft of being the smartest, most experienced, 
and capable individual. It’s a profession that has exceeded the capabilities of any 
individual to manage the volume of knowledge and skill required. So we are 
now delivering as groups of people. And knowing how to be an effective group, 
how to solve problems when your group is not being effective, and to enable that 
capability—that, I think, is not being taught, it’s not being researched. It is the 
biggest opportunity to advance human health, and we’re not delivering on it.”41

The second example of the danger of ignoring moral elements in education 
and the way in which this corrupts final attainments is Leadership Skills, often 
mentioned as a final attainment. A strict division in leaders and followers as an 
enduring and static personal character trait seems to me to be neither correct 
nor desirable. If leadership were an enduring character trait, we would be 
creating nothing but Mexican armies, generals only. Moreover, with a purely 
meritocratic interpretation of “leadership skills” we strip this concept of its 
original full meaning. Even if this is not our intention, students will interpret a 
leader as someone in charge, who can boss others around. If we do not discuss 
the concept of leadership, we are creating leaders who rather than feeling they 
are called to serve, believe they are called to rule over others and occupy a high-
status position.42 Our University College students can train leadership skills 
and qualities by participating in the student association Extra Muros, or by 
organizing extracurricular activities. We try to leave room for their own wishes 
and experiences and offer guidance when needed. 

The third example of a final attainment often mentioned is the goal of 
educating our student to become critical independent thinkers. To get students 
to graduate as critical and independent thinkers is a lofty aim. Numerous 
experiments in the realm of social psychology show that humans are prone to 

display herd behavior, and history has taught us devastating lessons on what 
this can lead to. It is essential that graduates should at least be willing and 
trying to think independently.  

Prospective students and freshmen tell us that they are critical and want to 
develop this core competency. These young people often feel a great deal of 
concern and indignation about societal and other issues. At the age of 18, one 
tends to be outraged at the injustices in the world. In the half century we have 
travelled through, there has been a shift in the approach to youngsters on a 
pedagogical level, a shift from old-fashioned warnings against arrogance, and 
being told to just act normally, to respect authorities, and look for flaws in your 
character, a shift to the current trend where their individuality is celebrated 
and they are invited to feel special. As a result, critical thinking has become 
directed outward. The message of universities to their prospective students 
is now phrased in slogans like “believe in yourself, you are special, and our 
program is special.” 

It is part and parcel of the discourse that has become prevalent, mirroring as 
it does our Western meritocratic and individualized culture. My proposal is 
not to discourage critical thinking but rather to develop a constructive capacity 
for critical self-reflection. We hope our students can acquire this self-critical 
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attitude through the internalization of other voices and the willingness to 
consider matters from a variety of different perspectives, which they learn about 
in their courses, from texts read and discussed, and from their lecturers. On top 
of that, we want to train them to answer questions such as: ‘Is the argument I 
put forward a valid one?’, ‘How can I learn from a setback?’, ‘What are my flaws 
in studying?’ and ‘How could I improve?’.  

As I mentioned before, lecturers are role models and they fulfil a leadership 
role. This has always been part of Tilburg University College’s educational 
approach. In team teaching, two lecturers jointly design a course which they 
teach together, not alternately, but at the same time. This can be a philosopher 
and a methodologist, but also a psychologist and an economist, or a sociologist 
and a lawyer, and so on and so forth. They address topics from multiple 
disciplinary angles. Lecturers respond to one another in the classroom by 
challenging each other’s disciplinary viewpoints, ask critical or explanatory 
questions, and add new information. A very important element in all this is 
that lecturers show that the truth is not just another point of view, and that we 
should respect the truth, even if and when this is very inconvenient. 

Here the role model function of lecturers comes to the fore. As mentioned 
before, the lecturers’ role as a model is underestimated because current 
educational quality control models do not assess this.  However, lecturers can 
be living examples of important final attainments that are easy to formulate, 
but very hard to put into practice. They can personify, in the sense of actively 
showing, the ability to work with other-minded people, the ability to postpone 
judgment, the willingness to respect opponents, the ability to yield to the better 
argument, and the ability to respect the truth. Many agree these are required 
competencies. When asked to put them into practice, however, this often leaves 
much to be desired. It is important that students can see their lecturers as 
role models. For this reason, as well as for many others, it is important that 
there should be diversity in the staff they are taught by. A survey amongst our 
students showed that female students had male as well as female teachers as 
their role model, while the male students named exclusively male teachers.43 
Who still believes that emancipation is solely a female issue? 
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Some Conclusions

I have mentioned some alternative methods that we put into practice here 
in Tilburg. Of course, these are small and local answers to huge problems 
created by our essentially meritocratic society. In the half century that we have 
travelled through, we have made great strides: vastly increased diversity in 
staff and students, in gender, and in backgrounds; we tend to work more in 
teams; and the importance of interdisciplinarity has also been acknowledged. 
The discussion on the quality of academic teaching is taking place at higher 
levels than ever before. But, we have also lost something crucial in academic 
education, and that is the moral dimension. Students should develop a moral 
compass and they need guidance in doing that. This moral compass can help 
them find their way out of the meritocratic labyrinth they have been led into. 
Students have many questions, just as I did in my time as a student. They never 
ask for instruction on ethics directly, but they do long for an understanding of 
society, and ultimately of life itself. They never ask me: ‘What is the meaning 
of life?’ or ‘How should I spend my life?’. But they are worried: ‘What choices 
should I make?’, ‘What kind of future do I want, what do I want it to look like?’. 
To arrive at an informed understanding of the world they live in, they need to 
be able to think ethically and independently. These are hard things to learn on 
your own in a leisurely fashion, and it is a valuable privilege therefore if this 
ability is trained in a deliberate and disciplined way. 

We do not know what kind of occupations or positions our graduates will end 
up in,44 but we do have some idea of the problems they will encounter and 
the challenges they will face: the effects of climate change, migration issues, 
global social inequality, criminal infiltration of legitimate society, terrorism, 
and international political tensions. We also know that they will have to be 
able to work in international and interdisciplinary teams to be able to address 
wicked problems such as these. Solidarity does not go well with meritocratic 
competition, but it is vital in teamwork. It is in teamwork that we learn to shift 
from right and wrong to better and worse.

We want our academic education to be a transformative experience, and we 
want it to prepare our students adequately for their future roles in society. 
Particularly in this time and age of polarization and rising populism, this 
means familiarizing them thoroughly with the tenets of our democracy and 
making them ready to contribute to its maintenance and advancement. If we 
feel that they should become engaged citizens who want to improve not only 
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their own lives but also those of others and advance society as whole, we will 
need to re-examine how we define merit. Merit stems from the Latin mereo or 
meritum. And yes, this also refers to: worthiness, value, and importance, but 
more generally, it means: service, kindness, benefit, and favor. The Dutch word 
verdienste likewise also includes the word dienst, service.

We do not want our graduates to become self-interest-oriented consumers, but 
we hope for them to become engaged citizens and autonomous thinkers. We as 
academics, we as educators have to show them how this is done; a demanding, 
yet beautiful duty that gives meaning, at least to my life.
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Word of thanks

Naming persons, necessarily means skipping others and I hope you will excu-
se me for this. The members of my intervision group: Evelien Tonkens and 
Monique Volman, thank you because you take me far more seriously than I 
myself will ever be able to do.

Colleagues and former colleagues of the Core Staff. My partners in crime, 
down to earth Petra Heck: thank you for the exceptional cooperation and for 
your indispensable contribution to our college. Then her invaluable successors: 
careful and meticulous Tessa Leesen thank you for being wise and tactful, and 
Gerwin van der Laan thanks for being steadfast and always resourceful. All the 
tough jobs we have done, all the blows we took, and all the victories we celebra-
ted. Tessa and Gerwin, hopefully there will be many more years of successful 
cooperation coming up. My loyal colleague David Janssens, we go back a long 
way. David, it is a privilege to teach with you. Ellen Dreezens, I hope we can 
teach together again on open days and you are one of a kind and a very special 
person. Geno Spoormans, without your humour, admissions would be far less 
fun. Michiel Bot and Aswin van Oijen, I thank you for sharing your some-
times differing views with us. It is something we cannot do without. Jeroen 
Stekelenberg, thank you for your loyalty and extra work as a photographer. Gert-
Jan Leenknegt, thanks for always being there when you are needed. I also want 
to thank Carly van Doorn, Anna Shekiladze, and Gaby Twilhaar for smoothly 
running secretary’s office.

The loyal and committed teachers, where would I be without you? I want to 
thank you for your solidarity and the cooperation that revolves around some-
thing far bigger than our careers. The students and alumni, because we all 
make the University College together. Wim Drees, thank you for believing in us. 
For the help in turning the Liberal Arts & Sciences Program into a University 
College and for the unfailing support and advice. Herman de Regt, thank you 
for acknowledging the importance of educational quality. I also want to thank 
both former rectors: Philip Eijlander and Emile Aarts for trusting me to conduct 
together with colleagues an educational profile and with Herman de Regt - an 
educational vision.

I want to thank those who embody the experience of love in my life. Ine 
Vanwesenbeeck, who was very concerned about this inaugural lecture, and pres-
sed me to provide a clear structure. Tsjalling Swierstra who commented on an 
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earlier draft and told me people will mainly remember the end. Evelien Tonkens, 
who also listened to that early version and told me to provide a clear message. 
It is a privilege to have friends who are loyal and dare to be critical at the same 
time.

I also wish to thank other friends who refuse to be impressed by the university 
fuss. You help me to put academic matters into perspective.

My small family who shared my grief and rejoices in my success. My sister Elly 
van Lenning and her partner Wim van Straten, thanks for the beret. I want 
to thank my daughter Philo van Lenning, her partner Steffie Huigen and my 
assistant Anna Shekiladze for thinking about and participating in this day. Philo 
when you were small, you made sure that I didn’t go on working for hours and 
hours without stopping. Later I felt that you too had to work hard, maybe I have 
pressed you a little too hard sometimes, for which a belated apology is in order.
Last but not least: Pieter. You’ll send me almost every day articles and books 
hoping I’ll have a look at them. Not knowing I much prefer to hear you talk 
about them. Because with this material you do what you do best: you lift it. 
Your ability to take poor thoughts of others, including mine, to a higher level is 
exceptional, you are an intellectual weightlifter. I enjoy our intellectual conver-
sations but also exchanging our thoughts on movies, our visits to museums, our 
breakfasts on the terrace and our walks in the mountains. I enjoy our evenings 
together watching David Attenborough’s documentaries. Especially when he 
is commenting on small creatures that found a way to exist in a harsh world. I 
always feel he is talking about us. Ours truly is a match made in heaven.

 I have spoken.
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