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Towards Genuine European Universities: a 
Paradigm Shift or Much Ado about Nothing?

Abstract 
The call for ‘European universities’ in the ‘Initiative Europe’ speech of French President 
Emmanuel Macron at Sorbonne on 26 September 2017 has generated remarkable 
dynamics in the European sphere of higher learning. Less than three months later, the 
European Council meeting of 14 December 2017 called for a “strengthening of strategic 
partnerships across the EU between higher-education institutions”, “encouraging the 
emergence by 2024 of some twenty ‘European universities’” and invited the Commission 
to come up with proposals in the Spring of 2018. The Commission has conducted various 
consultations, in parallel with an ad hoc Expert Group. Slowly but surely, the confines of the 
new EU initiative are becoming clearer and a great number of universities are setting up 
strategic alliances. However, a lot of confusion still reigns: what are ‘European universities’? 
What are the policy objectives pursued? What about the division of competences and 
roles between the EU and its Member States at central/federal or regional level? What is 
the relationship between teaching and research? Is the initiative only open to educational 
institutions within the EU or does it have a wider scope? Will the emphasis be on higher 
quality or will other factors be at play? Where will funding come from? Is this development 
leading to a veritable paradigmatic shift for European institutions of higher learning, or will it 
prove to be, with hindsight, ‘much ado about (little or) nothing’? These are the questions 
which this lecture aims to discuss and upon which it will provide some critical thinking.
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