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Choosing a doctoral program in the humanities and social sciences is a 
matter of serious consequence. A lot is at stake.
It is a considerable commitment. The average completion time is between four 
and five years. And if you ask around, you will discover how many people take 
for ever and ever, and how many simply never finish.  
The process is fraught with many unknowns. 
Here are some of the key concerns and questions that prospective doctoral 
students should ask themselves: 

•	 How do I know that I will get the right kind of supervisor? He or she 
may be a great scholar, but will they be equally great in supervising me? 
•	 Will my eventual thesis live up to my expectations? Will it turn out 
to be an important book with a significant prospect of publication? 
•	 Doctoral programs are notorious for being a lonely experience; me, 
myself and I with my books in the library. Supervisor apart, who will 
I talk to about my work? My progress? My uncertainties? And what 
kind of social experience will it be? Many doctoral students do not look 
back fondly on those years. Does it have to be like that? 
•	 And, then, looming large in the current economic climate – will I get 
the job I hope for, one that reflects the years of effort I have invested? 

There are many fine doctoral programs. As current president of the EUI, I 
want to suggest the answers we would give in the context of our program 
at the European University Institute. 



I want to make one thing clear. Not everyone, even among 
the most talented, is the right fit for us. But for those who 
are, I cannot think of a better place to be. And I say this as 
someone who has directed doctoral programs at several 
distinguished institutions, the University of Michigan, NYU 
and Harvard. 
Naturally, the intellectual and academic quality of the 
professorial staff is the starting point for any first rate 
doctoral program. Are we the best? Only a fool would say 
so. Because of its distinguished record, the special programs 
and remarkable working conditions at the EUI attract a 
wonderful pool of talent. When I look at the staff, in our four departments and at the Robert 
Schuman Centre, I can say with confidence that on this score we are second to none. If 
admitted to our program you will be in competent and experienced scholarly hands. 
But there are many more facets, other than the academic excellence of the professors, which 
are necessary to distinguish a doctoral programme. And it is here that our uniqueness and 
comparative advantages – that which set us apart from some of our peers – come to the fore. 
Our only educational business is the training of doctoral (and post doctoral) researchers. 
That is what we think about; it is to this purpose we commit our efforts, our plans, and our 
resources. It is at that in which we excel. 
You will notice it from your first contact with us. We are one of the few, maybe the only 
doctoral program, which will fly all our shortlisted applicants to Florence for a face to face 
interview. This isn’t just an indicator of our exacting standards of selection. Our goals are 
to make as sure as one can, in our interest and in yours, that you will be a good fit in terms 
of academic interests.  Suitable supervisors and ongoing research projects that enrich your 
doctoral experience are vital. And we also aim for our newly admitted doctoral researchers 
to contribute to, and profit from, the academic synergies of our intellectual community. If 
you get through this rigorous selection procedure, as well as being deservedly proud, you can 

NOt EvERyONE, 
EvEN amONg tHE 
mOst talENtEd, 
Is tHE RIgHt fIt 
fOR Us. BUt fOR 
tHOsE WHO aRE, I 
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a BEttER PlaCE 
tO BE.



be reasonably assured that you will complete your doctoral 
dissertation in time and at a high quality.  
Once in the program, you will find everything is directed 
towards these goals. Supervision is important and you 
will get just the right amount of it, tailored to your needs. 
Remember, apart from their individual research, the 
exclusive concern of our professors is the doctoral and post 
doctoral program. 
Of course we boast one of the finest research libraries in 
our fields of study – with staff trained to assist and facilitate 

doctoral research. Those who are nationals of the Member States of the EUI, and some 
others, will enjoy a grant lasting up to four years. 
We are also great believers in academic community. From day one, you will find yourself in a 
community of  doctoral researchers and other scholars, having the same experiences as you 
will have, and as part our ethos, taking a keen interest not only in their own progress, but in 
that of their colleagues – through working groups and other forms of interlocutorship. The 
gender balance amongst our researchers is also excellent. 
Those planning an academic career will find that our program includes a serious commitment 
to training in academic practice. This includes the design of courses, methods of teaching 
with hands on experience, examining and, of course, the complex process of publication. 
Two of our departments, for example, have workshops in journal editing – led by editors of 
distinguished academic publications. 
When it comes to the completion rate of our doctoral researchers and their success on the 
market place, the data speaks for itself. At close to 80% of completion within 5 years this 
is one of the highest in the field. A recent study of the career paths of all our graduates 
also provides a reassuring figure: About 70% are in academic positions around Europe 
and the world, while others have found professional positions of responsibility in public 
and private life. 
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There are some intangible factors which go beyond this 
hard data. Earlier in my career I was a Fellow at Oxford; 
later a professor at Harvard. These were wonderful 
institutions which attracted students from all over the 
world. But Harvard is a quintessentially American 
institution. Oxford is similarly British. The EUI is one 
of those unique institutions with no dominant national 
identity. We are European in the best sense of the word, a 
cauldron of conversation among the continent’s academic 
citizens which is unique in stimulating creativity and 
originality. Unsurprisingly, an overwhelming number 
of our graduates leave the EUI expressing remarkable 
content with their experience. 
And finally, aesthetics are part of the life of the mind. 
Beauty inspires. If you have not yet visited the European 
University Institute in its marvelous Florentine setting, which also hosts the Historical 
Archives of the EU – please roam around our website and be inspired!
Let me end where I began. If your interests fall within our interests – it is worth your 
while to apply. I did so 35 years ago. I have never looked back.
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