
 

 

Re: Lists of academics teaching on European affairs and Brexit 

24 October 2017 

 

Chris Heaton-Harris, Conservative MP for Daventry, government whip and arch Eurosceptic 
has had the temerity to write to vice-chancellors asking for ‘the names of professors at your 
establishment who are involved in teaching European affairs with particular reference to 
Brexit’. Not content with this unacceptable intrusion into academic life he also asked to be 
provided with ‘a copy of the syllabus and links to the college lectures which relate to this 
area’.  

There is a disturbing pattern emerging here. During the referendum campaign, the 
Conservative MP, Bernard Jenkin, who is a board member of Vote Leave, made an official 
complaint when the LSE hosted an event at which the secretary general of the Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Development said that there was ‘no upside for the UK in 
Brexit’. Jenkin also accused the LSE’s Centre for Economic Performance of producing 
partisan research designed to convince the public to stay in the EU. This prompted numerous 
inquiries by the Electoral Commission, although no action against the university was 
forthcoming. 

Such behaviour, which is quite clearly designed to intimidate academics who voted to remain 
(that is, more than 80%, according to a YouGov poll), is nothing short of McCarthyite, and a 
disgraceful assault on the very basis of academic freedom.  It is, of course, entirely possible 
to be an ardent opponent of Brexit and to put the case for both leaving and remaining in an 
entirely dispassionate and even-handed fashion. Indeed, academics do this all the time on a 
whole variety of different subjects. But what they absolutely do not need, and will not 
tolerate, is the shadow of the thought police looming over the lecture theatre, or Jenkin and 
Heaton-Harris standing at the door and demanding: ‘Are you now, or have you ever been, a 
remainer?’ 

The ‘Britain in Europe’ think tank and ‘Knowing Our Rights’ project ask Mr Heaton-Harris 
to retract his letter to vice-chancellors, provide a full explanation of what it was aiming to 
achieve and identify any government policy that may have underpinned it.  

‘Britain in Europe’ and ‘Knowing Our Rights’ also call upon the European Parliament and 
other relevant European institutions to raise this issue with the UK Government, particularly 
in the context of the ongoing Brexit negotiations.  

Academic freedom and freedom of expression are absolutely core pan-European values. 
Furthermore, they are ones which the Government has specifically endorsed in its very recent 
criticism of ‘safe spaces’ and ‘no platforming’ in universities. To attack these values on what 



appear to be highly partisan grounds is not only hypocritical but an affront to the democratic 
institutions and processes that enabled the holding of the referendum in the first place. 
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