"HOW TO ACHIEVE DIALOGUE WITHIN

THE UNIVERSITY.

g - Prof Ray C Downs

PART 1

THEORY

i '.ItAis not true, of course; that
universities began in the west. “Higher
education began at almost the same
tiﬁie in China, India .and Grcepe. A

wise man once observed that nothing

is more irresistable than an idea whose

time has come. The time had come,

~ some 2,500 years ago, in the develo- .

: pinent.nf ei-yilii_atio'n, for the human
-mind'tc-)' éxirlore more deép]y ‘into fhe
‘meaning and mystery of lifg, using
fﬁe poﬁrers of rational intelligence and
. leam.ing.. A way had to be found to
. tran‘smit léar‘ning. ; Th;a emergence ;)f

s& . - 3 - .
~the university  wasinevitable.

In' China, 'students gathered aro-

ﬁnd Confucius and the “schools which

- sprang from his teaching. In India, as

early as 550 B.C. hundreds, even tho-
usands of students were gathering at
Nalaﬁda Upiversity which remained in
ckistence until the close of the 12th

century—almost 17 centuries of conti-

nuous existence ! And in Greece, at

the same time, the curious and inqui-

_ ring minds garhered around another
of the greatest teachers of all time, -
" Socrates. They assembled in groupé, or
R 11 2 i : f

schools = which were to stlmulate

Greece to a level of civilization which

is still the envy of the world.
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‘The éarlicst direct comparison
with Thailand ‘might be drawn with
the ‘‘Palace V_Si;hool”l‘of Constantinople,
established in 425 AD for much the
same reasons .that the_ Royal Pages
School, later Chulalongkorn University,

was established in Siam.

.Another 5.00, years after Const-
¥ ¥ % £
antinople s university, the famous Uni-
vers:ty of Qarawiyine at Fes in Moro-

cco, and the El Ashar University in

. Egypt were estabiished. Not until the

1th 'centﬁry was the 'ol'des;'f university
in' the west, Bologna, es,tablished in
Italy, Th:s was shortly followed by
Oxford in the 12th century in England
and by the University of Paris in the
| ~13th century in France. Young.er sibl-.i\—
: ngs of tﬁe‘ Asian - universities these
.westelfén‘ universities -mas-r" have been,
but they have wielded a diSprop0rtio~
nate i_nfluenqc' upon the development
“of higher ed_ucalildn in Asia in the 19th

‘and 20th centuries.

There are many reasons for.this
which require only a brief listing : the’

industrial revolution and its handmai-

~den, mercantilism; which fed the rise

of colonialism and with it the explosive -

expansion of western‘technology ideo-
logy, ' philos-Ophy, ‘ rcligion..' Early missi-
onaries, still naively unquestioning thé'
supporting role they played in the ugf-
olding drama of the \yestemization .of'

Asia, were better equipped than d_ii)lo-_
mat's, business men or soldiers to help
in establ’ishing new institutions of hig-
her education. Their latter—day success—
ors, the Foundations, “AID” kpro-grams
and international development programs
have more recently joined them in being
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pejoratively labelled imperialistic . .

“Which, indecd, they were. But, founded

- for whatever reasons or motives, good

or bad, right or wrong, we must exam-
ine these institutions of higher educat-

ion. What are they for 9 what use have

" they for Asia? And, most basiéaily, i

what is a university ?



A brief glance backwards suggests

three things that all of the early ~uni

i )
versities: held in common: students,

teachers, and the free and easy move-
ment and interplay between and among

them. Thesé students and teachers were
engaged in something different from

the various apprentice, vocational or

skill schools contemporaneous with the
113 1] ; \ 7y
universities . They were engaged in-
a freer flow of inquiry, debate, discu-

assion, seeking. Students and scholars

came from far and wide, often roving

from one school to another, in their

quest for new knowledge. They were

13 2 , 17 g " ¥ 23
‘ not local or even mnational (no such

concept yPt ex1sted) Ons wonders whe-

ther a natlonal university is not a

\ I
conflict in terms! Be ‘that as it may,
the university tended to develop along

‘three broad lines: the utilitarian, the
humanistic, the instrumentalist.
“The Utilitarian Definition of the Uni-

“versity

”
on the culture

ce

-First, the utilitarian understanding

of the university. Says Arnold Toynbee, i

(19 L
The university is to prepare for a

~ liberal profession, to prepare an elite,

osd

to educate a select minority. In other

words, it is not a place for idle debate,
it has a purpose, a use, itis utilitarian.

So, too, with the enshrined definition
2
of Cardinal Newman speaking in 1888:

the university is to conserve knowledge

and ideas and trau‘smit them to the
a:lites.”2 Here agaiﬁ the university has
a vse but neither of these great mem
dares 'to suggeft what we train the elite

for, or whose vested interests they are

expected to serve.

Some would put this slightly diff-
erently and say that the university

should d@velop professional compet-

ence. . But for what 2 It should “i)ass
we are told. But with
how much change ? Abréham Fiéxnefi,
the educational tﬁcbrist responsible for

the complete rcvolutlomzmg of Ameri-

1 Eurich, Alvin C., ED,, Campus 1980 Deltr 1968
- 2 Newman, Jobn Henry Cardinal, The Scope and Nature of University
. Educatlon Dutton NY 1958
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can medical education at the turn of
the centufy and author of an influential
book on the university has this to say,

“The university contains the roots of

the past, it is the soil out of which we
grow....it contains the accumulaled .tre
asures of truth, beauty, knowlege,
experience, social, and political (exper-
i'en(:ea)....”3 This definition is appealing
because it suggests 'grm?vth and move-

ment from the past and not simply the

enshrining of the past. A place of true

: adademic freedom leads to change and
innovation. Otherwise it is simply a
museum entombing the past. Implicit
or exp].ic.it in all of the utilitarian def-
initions of the university is. the assum-
- ption that the university must play a
role in problem solving. A ‘university
must train people to do somethihg.
The Humanistic Definition of the Uni-
versity ; :

The humanistic anchrs to the

. question, What is the university? ‘are

‘wledge.

~ he is capable of decoming. it

equally . old, perhapslr older, than the
utilitarian answers and deserve equally
careful scrutiny. These definitions clus-
ter around the concept of the university
as the focus of the quest for pure kno”
But most humanistic answers
contain some utilitarian overtones. When
Woodrow Wilson, as Pre_s.irdcnt of Prin-
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ceton University, said that The

pﬁrpose of the university is to '_awaken
!94
the whole man, he spoke of pure
knowledge, yes, but in order to awaken.

Confucius and Socrates would have

So did CUNY
(State University of New York, the

nodded approvingly.

newest university system, consisting of

hundreds of thousands of students and
dozens of campuses):- “The university
si to help each person to decome 5]1
It would
be hard for those unfamiliar with higher
educaﬁon in U.S.A. to comprehend the
radical shift this new SUNY definition

marks from the long—prevailing utili-

3 Flexoer, Abraham, Unlversmes American, English, German, Oxford

1930

4 Vesey, Laurence R., The Emergence of the Amerlcan Un[VEl‘SIty,

Univiof Chicago 1965



tarian assumptions of the “land grant”
colleges, those state universities which
were established by federal land grants
more than a century ago to develop

much—needed agricultural and mech-
anical knowledge. This new direction
in thought carries us straight back to
old Noah Porter, President of Yale -iﬁ
1878, who, precisely at the time that
the utilitarians were staking out the
land grént cdlleges, éouid say, “EThe
purpose of the university is to give
power .fo think rather than to impart
kn{_)wledge in a particular discipline.
How con_teﬁ:porary. that sounds!
Porter s definition seems to fit perfectly
a school of educatibhists who now say
that it.is not sufficientsimply to teach
our students the skills and -answers
approbriat’e for the problems of today,
that_.'our real task is to prepare them
to.be able to h_landlc the unknown
‘ probiems of the next century. We

recall the generals who spent their lives

dan'
preparing for the previous war. Porter

would remind us that it is useless to.

prepare our students for the past or

even the present. His is a radically
mo&cm humanistic defiinition of ‘the
university as old as the university itself

Porter was rébelling, ‘of course,

at the concept of the university that

_ would make a man religious, or ethical

, or patriotic, or moral, or even agricul-

turally or mechanically competent. He
calls us back fromr the ancient past to
the future by demanding that we inves-
tigate' the meaning of life itself, by
demanding that the university open fhé ;
riches of human experience, éspecially .
in literature, art, religio;l, philosophy,
sociology, economics, political science. |
Aaid ‘W‘oodrow Wilson, _“The university
must . arouse interest..: ..... ¥ ‘
The utilitarian and the human-
istic approaches, however, havﬁ always

run contiguously within the university,

both always present, the ascendancy

5 Vesey, opcit, p 24
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passing from one to another in some
sort of historical dialectic. They close
ranks when they are challenged by

instrumentalism.

’The Instrumentalist Definition of the
University

For there is still another answer
to the question, “Whﬁt is the univer-
sity ‘."2”, the instrumentalist answer. This
view suggests that the university is the
instrument of somc'c_mc or s;ome thing,
the tool of the Church, or the state,
or the party, or the ruling (j:lique. class,

~ or even dogma. The instrumentalist

answer involves, necessarily, surren-

66 y E1]
dering the freedom of the umiversity

which classically is its very essence.

Some purists or idealists might go so

far . as to say that once. an institution
~ has become an instrument of policy it
is no longer a universit_y. That may be
| quibbling with words. The University
: -o‘f Cuba doels exist. It is,a'university.

~And it is instrumentalist.

It is interesting to see what
happens when a utilitarian university
switches over to instrumentalism. In

1959, 37% of the students of the Univer-

sity of Cuba were studying the human-
ities; in 1969, 6%. The percentage of
those studying medicine remained con-
stant, 08% and 30%, but those studying

0,
o

education dropped from 19% in 1959

to 8% ten years later, while those

studying science increased from 7% to

16% duriﬁg the same period. In one
decade, those studying technology
increased from 5% to 26%. So we are
not dealing with abstract ideas. We
are not simply theorizing. “What is
a university 9 isé very real and imme-
diate question. * Should a university be
c]ftist in the utilitarian and humanistic
tradition, or should. it go populist, follo-

wing the Cuban or contemporary

Chinese pattern 7 Should it emphasize

humanistic studies or vocational studies?

Are humanistic studies' a luxury that
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the SO—cailed develop-ing “third wbrld’
nations cannot af%ord‘? or is the cont-
rary true, that these are the very coun-
tries that,‘in eélablishing long term
forms and structures, need humanistic

studies the most?

Should the un.ivcrsity ‘be an,'

instrument of national policy? Can it be

avoided? George Santayana may not
have been the first one to suggest that
those who disdain the study of history

are doomed to repeat it. The history

‘of the university when it was a tool of

‘the Chufch, for example, reading as
far back 'as you choose, is not 'a}togc—
ther inspiri'ng.'_ The “thought control
that seems inevitably to accompany
instrumentalism violates utilitarian and
humanistic definitions and ‘tradit:ions of

the university. ‘Questions abound. At

!

%l
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what point does the appeal of nation-

alism and its instrumentalist demands
betray the concept of the “free univer
sity? How to reconcile the isolationism
of nationalism with the more traditional
internationalism of the university in
its earliest days and even in most of

its latter development? What does the

. current revival of monolinguism in

national or provincial universities do
to the ancient concepts of the free flow

of scholars, teachers, scholarship, from

place to place? The assigned purpose

_of this paper was to investigate how

dialogue within a university might be

achieved. But an iﬁquiry_into the

. meaning and purpose of the university

itself, as a conceptand asa functioning

institution in society, must precede

" such a question.



PART 1I

PRACTICE

Paulo Freirie has said that the
purpose of a university is dialogue. A
good utilitarian definition. In asking
how to achieve this purpose in a univ-
ersity we must talk about method. The
first and most obvious way to open the
clogged channels of dialogue within a
university like ours would be to elim-
inate departments, which have so effec-
tively blocked the flow of ideas. This
method is not as absurd as it might at

first appear and has actually been tried

in a number of very small; experimental

universities in the west, with varying °

degrees of success.
A slightly less drastic approach
would be the physical integration of

< some, if not all, departments. This

would force some dialogue. But can

~ dialogue be forced? Yes, of course. A

-stination can be so arranged as to

make dialogue virtually unavoidable.

But the elimination or cﬁnsolidation of
departments are radiqal answers to the
question and are impractical in most
places and quite impossible Within'the
Thai university administrative structure.

Anﬁtht_er way to achieve dialogue,
and one which is possible an;i gaining
in bopularity is through the increased

use of open electives. That is the way

- that Confucius, Socrates and Abelard

did it! One might almost make a formula:
the amouhf of dialogue achieved is \'in
inverse ratio to compulsion. The more
couzpulsion, the less dialogue; the less

compulsion (fre‘c elective).the more

- dialogue.

STill another way to achieve
dialogue is through team teaching. It
is difficult to put two teachers together
in the same group without there deve-
loping some stimulation among teachers

and students. This method is especi-



ally suitable for issue—oriented studies:
-ecology; political, social, artistic, ethical
problems; even literature, for example
'Shakespcarian studies. ‘Almost anything
can be enriched by the addition of an
.added discipline or twd, subject-oriented
courses almost equally with issue—orie-
nted courses, especially at the higher

levels.

A careful re—examination of the
background, training, .and especially
' \ekperience of the teaching staff should
reveal new possibilities for increased
dialogue. Some of ﬁs are actually teac-
hing in areas outside of our major con-
‘cen"tration while others are disciplined
in areas in which they are not even
téam—teaching or guest lectﬁring. We
'-cou1‘d achieve greater dialogue simplp
by more careful use of the resources

tight within our own staff.

i Pérhaps ‘the most obvious way to
achieve dialogue is through guest lect-

arers, scholars, artists—in—residence, etc.

co)

How we could manage to get ourselves
so busy within our on TitHls cubicles
as to slight the opportunities for dialo-
gue offcre;l by such universally accept-
able and readily available methods is
hard to imagine.

Perhaps the best way to achieve
increased dialggue, in fact it almost
becomes a definition of dialogué, is to
develop the community aspé,ct to the
uﬁivers’ity. We become s0 involved in the
academics that we forget that the
university is an academic community.
Without community we are not a uniy-
ersity and there can be no dialogue.
Sometimes community develops sponta-
neously. Usually it requires careful
nurture and stimulation, i is not enough
to.build “centers our simple 'solution
to every problem: build ! Dialogue i_uﬁ-
olves the s:haring of expgriences, reports
from those returning from' abroad, the
French soiree, the setting ‘up of an
atmosphere where free and easy conve-

rsation becomes natural. The institution

of the university becomes a stage, a
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setting, where the business of the univ-

ersity can take place. And the business
of the university ? Dialogue.

Fin_a‘lly. splits, factions, inter—
departmental and inter—faculty rivalries
and jealousies are detrimental to dial-

ogue. This is as true as it is obvious.

*

Within an atfhosphere of rivalry, the
spirit of dialogue is stifled and stilled.
And any definition- of the university
becomes meaningless. The university
is dialgoue. Dialogue becomes the uni-

uersity.
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Education leads to an immortal treasure. (Latin)




