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AN EXERCISE IN GLASNOST

East meets west in Hungary to discuss educational philosophy

by John J. Furedy

University of Toronto Bulletin

Forum Section, Jan. 23, 1989

In the realm of higher education, there has been a long-standing gulf that educators need to confront.  The opposition is between traditionalists, who view higher education's prime function as the acquisition of knowledge for its own sake, and those who view the university as an instrument of society.  The latter may use the university for leftist, socialist purposes, in which case there is stress on the university's role as a model democratic society in which all forms of elitism are to be eliminated; or for rightist, capitalist ones, in which case programs are evaluated in terms of how good they are for the economy and the university is evaluated for its economic productivity.

It is a feature of the traditionalist position that the acquisition of knowledge involves continuing discussion, where opposing ideas are brought into sharp conflict.  This emphasis on the conflict of ideas begins most clearly with Socrates.  Although all dichotomies are overly simplistic, it is at least arguable that the opposing approach can be likened to that of the Sophists, who viewed knowledge as an instrument for social purposes rather than of intrinsic value.

More modern versions of the Sophist view of higher education include person-centred or "Gestalt" approaches, "activization" approaches that stress concrete applications rather than the learning of abstract principles, and various positions that stress the importance of knowledge being "relevant".  The Socratic/Sophistic opposition underlies many of the day-to-day arguments that go on among philosophers and practitioners of higher education.  Most courses taught at universities like U of T contain these conflicting Socratic and Sophistic components.

International conferences concerned with education are a dime a dozen, but when I heard about this one in the summer of 1987 I was struck by its title: "East-West: Bridge or Gulf?".  The organizers suggested that the focus be on whether east-block and west-block ideas of higher education could complement each other, or whether the conflict between them is so great that they are two camps divided by a chasm.  The conference was strongly supported in a number of critical aspects by funds from the New York based Soros Foundation.

By the time of the conference last August, glasnost and perestroika were in full swing and Hungary, which has been in the last 15 years the most internally free society of the Soviet block, seemed to be a most appropriate place to hold the meeting.  As I hope to indicate, the promise of free-wheeling discussion was fulfilled and future meetings are likely to focus not only on east-west but "north-south" problems as well.

The conference format was designed to promote discussion.  Four keynote papers were followed by a general discussion session, after which the participants broke up into two workshop groups where papers were to be presented and discussed and where reports were prepared for discussion at the final plenary session of the conference as a whole.  My dual roles were to present (with Christine Furedy of York University as co-author) a paper elaborating on the Socratic position and to chair and prepare a report on the meetings of one of the workshop groups.  The latter role requires ruthless time-keeping and at least the semblance of a degree of neutrality.  Here, in this description, such restrictions do not apply, so what follows is an impressionistic report of some trends at the conference that seemed particularly salient to me.

My most important general impression -- shared by most participants -- was that disagreements in approaches to education were more marked within each block than between east and west.  In that sense, then, the alternatives raised by the title of the conference did not represent the questions that most clearly divided the participants.  Moreover, at least in my case, I found that the individual with whom I was most at loggerheads was not only from the west but actually from Canada.  I distinctly remember hearing the rather unacademic but certainly evocative term "schmuck" during one of our exchanges.  Indirectly, however, I think that the presence and even heatedness of these within-block disagreements were instructive to all participants in suggesting that, for educational issues, the "gulf" between east and west is not as important as other divisions.

Another somewhat paradoxical impression is that the Marxist-type class analysis is more common to American than to eastern-block scholars, although women have recently become a sort of class in current Marxist analysis.  For me, these analyses appeared to ignore the facts of individual differences in both educational abilities and interests.  In addition, as noted by an English philosopher, there are also legitimate differences of opinion as to what are the most important values to strive for, and different values may conflict with each other.  For example, the class-oriented value of universal accessibility differs from the value of streaming as a function of individual excellence in a given subject.  I think these latter sorts of values, strongly held by some, invalidate unidimensional, class-oriented analyses.

While I am generalizing (some would call it stereotyping) about differences in national approaches, let me state another strong impression: glasnost already seems to be affecting Russian academia.  The particular representative I had the most chance to interact with was a senior academic who, because he was permitted to travel internationally, had by definition the appropriate political credentials in addition to the academic ones.  This Russian academic operated in much more of a discussion-oriented mode than I had encountered at earlier international meetings with participants from the USSR.  Questions put to him produced relatively brief, question-relevant answers rather than long speeches that were unrelated to the question posed.  The readiness to discuss ideas rather than simply to defend ideological stances may have been facilitated by the paper of an American philosopher, who pointed out that disinterested inquiry, that is, Socratic higher education, was equally opposed by Marxism as by capitalism.

Still, I do not want to suggest that no disagreements remained.  One instance of such unresolved disagreements that is particularly interesting to me occurred in a discussion period that followed a Russian presentation.  The speaker had proposed that, as part of perestroika, glasnost and democratization in education, headmasters would now be elected by each district rather than appointed centrally.  I attempted to bring out the importance of freedom of choice in such reforms by asking what would happen if a particular district happened to elect a capitalist candidate or an individual who opposed perestroika.  The answer I eventually obtained was that such a possibility was inconceivable and therefore did not have to be considered!  Needless to say, I was not satisfied with this answer.

However, as with most discussions, what counted was that issues were raised, not that they may have remained unresolved.  Hungary is now in its 11th century of being at the gateway of east and west, and has paid dearly for, as well as benefiting from, this frontier position.  Pecs, the town where the conference was held, is only a few miles away from Mohacs, where in 1526, the east, in the form of the Turkish Ottoman empire, began its 150 years of subjugation.  The "liberator" from the Turkish yoke came from the west, in the form of the Austrian Hapsburg empire, which exerted a milder, but still undemocratic, form of control until the early 20th century.

Hungary has also had a history of initiating quite bloody and emotional revolutions against subjugation.  Those revolts have never been successful in gaining total liberation, but they have always left their historical mark not only because of the violence involved, but also because, as most potently illustrated by the works of poet-soldier Petofi, the quest for freedom as articulated in a clear and poetic way that caught people's imaginations.  In Canada, that freedom is often taken for granted, and sometimes quite casually given up, as was the case in the 1970 state of emergency.  Even within the University, which should be the strongest bastion of free speech, censorship is advocated in various forms against unpopular or socially offensive opinions.  So the east-west conference in Pecs, in the summer of 1988, was an event that, to me at least, represented a worthwhile contribution to the ideals of freedom to agree and disagree on educational issues.  Socrates, I think would have approved.
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