University has, as its main mission, to produce and transmit knowledge. I am not sure that, in reality, we always do that, but at the very least, that is how people look at us. Whenever an academic participates into a public debate, he does it as some kind of expert. And the average citizen does not tend to treat his discourse as a mere opinion, but as some kind of well-founded statement. Because we belong to university, we enjoy – and should deserve - this special status. 

Starting from this general assumption, I will limit myself to a few points.

1. Some colleagues – and possibly myself unconsciously – take profit of this status in order to promote “mere opinions” – I mean points of view which are not based upon careful analysis, methodological requisites and the like. I do not think it is a problem as long as people can distinguish the voice of the expert and the voice of an ordinary citizen. 

That is why I think we should either refuse to express “mere opinions”, or always make clear that, in this domain, we speak as an ordinary citizen and not as a scientist or an expert. 

2. I think that, sometimes, academic analyses can almost be reduced to what I would call “legitimate ideology”, that is a set of concepts, reasoning, facts carefully selected to promote a political opinion which is hidden. We all know professors who have specific relationships with a trade-union or a political party and would never question them seriously. 
We should have the courage to practice some sort of “critical epistemology”, looking at the ideological assumptions influencing our discourse. And thus, when intervening into the public debate, recall systematically the empirical basis from which we draw our conclusions. Think of the Outreau affair and the drama of hidden activism in expertise. 

3. As a head of cabinet, I have been disappointed by the quality of research delivered by the universities. Most scholars are ready to analyse, criticize and sometimes denounce, but they avoid making practical suggestions. In the complex societies we live in, the question of action is a scientific problem as such.

4. When you formulate critical points of view, the risk is always to be condemned as “being poujadist” or worst, “playing the game of the far right”. It happened to me personally. You can’t prevent antidemocratic movements to make use of whatever can promote their ideas. The main problem seems to be: should we abandon our role of social critique, should we hide facts and edulcorate our discourse just because it can be misused by extremists – and in so doing giving them a sort of monopoly of social critique. I don’t think so. 
5. Most of the time, we are ready to criticize systems, structures, inequalities, globalization and the like, but we hesitate when we feel our analysis might embarrass, vex, infuriate specific leaders. I have always been fascinated by this obvious fact: in social sciences, you can deliver a highly radical view, promoting Marxist ways of thinking, denouncing the market economy, particracy and the like, without annoying anybody! The problems arise when you attack specific interests. So, the problem is: in which circumstances and how can we question leaders directly? 

One think strikes me in Belgium: decision-makers fear journalists, not academicians. 

6. Finally, a few words about what I consider the main problem: the fear of professors of financial sanctions. To maintain their research teams, professors depend on decisions of decision-makers and tend to exercise self-censorship towards them. We should, as academics, fight against the personal discretionary attribution of research credits by political or economical actors. 
