Subm ssion to the Review on Hi gher Education Financing and
Pol i cy

Dr Jonat han Barl ow, Departnent of Hi story, University of Queensl and
Ms Marjorie Jerrard, Departnent of Mangaenment, Monash University

haec qui ppe prinma sapientiae clavis definitur, assidua scilicet seu
frequens interrogatio (Abelard Sic et Non).

We enclose the follow ng response to the Review of Hi gher Educations

Fi nanci ng and Policy, ‘Learning for Life', in particular to Chapter 1
"A Fresh Vision for H gher Education". This response will cone under
the rubric higher Education', its nature and neani ng, which does not

appear to have been considered, or was considered and rejected, by
the Conmttee. The Conmittee's work is inportant for the future of
H gher Education in this country, that is beyond the sl uggish
econom c conditions of the 1990s, and it is critical we do not |ose
sight of the western liberal tradition of education, by recogni sing,
by sustaining, by nurturing the special society of masters and
students that is a university. Thus, we consider the nature of the
University itself in its historical perspective, before turning to
sone inplications for the role of H gher Education in Australian
soci ety.

Learning, or training as it was then, was undertaken in the
nonasteries and Cat hedral schools of early Medieval Europe. The
subj ects taught were the seven |iberal arts inherited fromthe
ancient world: grammar, rhetoric, logic, arithnmetic, geonetry,
astronony, and nusic. Noble as these pursuits were, they had been
sapped of intellectual vibrancy by the thorough Christianisation of
Eur ope whi ch neant that the highest formof know edge was belief, in
effect a "glass ceiling'' beyond which questions were not asked.

No- one grappled with the neaning of the physical and netaphysi cal
wor |l d because there was no need. There was a blueprint for

under standing neaning in the creed of the Church, to be learned, to
be repeated, to be adhered to. Dogma, creed, repetition, training,
all are valid key words for learning in the European Dark Ages.

A nunber of factors in the twelfth century exploded as a starburst in
t he European imagination: a new world of intellect and culture
chal l enged the Crusaders in the Holy Land, trade and town life
revived, and of nost significance, the C assical authors of G eece
and Rome were read in a new light, not for rules of grammar, but for
the spark of inmagination which flickered in the dark-age mnd. A
cleric in nedieval Paris, a |over of wisdom (a phil osopher), Peter
Abel ard, was the first to teach the logic he found in Aristotle, the
anci ent G eek phil osopher and physical scientist. Cbserving the
pronouncenents of the Church Fathers were often in conflict, Abelard
t aught under standi ng t hrough enpirical observation and reason. The



student nust anal yse the sources to see whether the text has been
corrupted, then he (all were male) nust be exposed to contradictory

opinions in order to evaluate their worth. Abelard s book ScetNon
(Yes and No) set out 158 points of Christian ethics in contradiction.
He did not propose answers, that he left to his students' power of
reason. Abel ard taught questions.

Abel ard's method was revol utionary and despite initial opposition, it
becanme the hall mark of the scholarly discourse in the energing
societies of masters and students in the twelfth century, which cane
to be called "Universities". Even the Church, which had originally
opposed the new nethod of analysis, cane to enbrace it through the

| abour of Thomas Aqui nas. Abelard hinself set up his own school on

t he west bank of the Seine which attracted students fromall over
Europe. The society that enmerged fromthis was an anal gam of the
institution of the Cathedral school and the new | ogical franmework,
redi scovered by Abel ard, for understandi ng humanity. Abelard's
society gave rise to the Sorbonne and it and those like it cane to be
known as "Universities".

We see fromthis that Universities are by ther verynaturet heoretica
societies, societies of abstract thought, societies of critical

anal ysis. The point of this is that the very definition of a
University, the very basis of western thought, stens from C assica
G eek thought, fromreason and enpirical observation, fromsubtlety
and nuance. It stens from'Yes and No', not the 'Yes or No' of

i gnorance and indoctrination.

This has inplications for Australian society. The belief that

Uni versities should be centres of so-called .'vocational education”
cuts into the heart of a University. "'Vocational education"” itself
IS an oxynoron, as neaningless as "defence initiative', "negative
gromh t' or Undiplomatic coercion". Vocation derives fromthe Latin
verb vocare, "to summon”, and it inplies a calling in the sanme way
one learns the central tenets of dogma in the sphere of religion. As
with any religious adherence to truisnms in life, facts and their
practical application are suprene. Authority is greater than reason
di pl omatic

coerci on"

Education inplies otherwise. The word conmes fromthe Latin
preposition e, nmeaning "out of", and the verb ducere, "to |ead".
Education is to draw forth the inherent qualities in a person, to
strengthen the powers of the mnd. Inherent in the word is the
inplication that reason, thought, critical analysis, are greater than
authority.

True to the university's historical devel opnent, the essence of any
graduate is the free-range mnd, the ability to think critically and
analytically, to weigh up different points of view, to comunicate
ideas clearly and concisely. There is irony in that some in business
on the one hand seek Universities to be centres of vocational



training, on the other they benban the | ack of the above attributes
in their graduates. The relevant, realworld fact of the matter is
that they are nore likely to find these qualities of reasoning,

t hought, and critical analysis in a graduate of C assics, presently
bei ng destroyed, than one with a degree in human resource nmanagenent.

The free-range m nd equi ps the graduate with inherent conmunicative
and critical facilities torise to the top of any profession. The
reliance is not on repetition, facts, and formul a but on adaptability
and i magi nation and the ability, not only to acquire know edge, but
to be able to evaluate critically the validity of that know edge.
Only after know edge is anal ysed and evaluated can it be Applied to
gquestions and problens in circunstances which nay never be the sane.
These are requirenents that are vital in a technol ogi cal age where
the subject is confronted with [imtless information that has to be
sifted and managed (such as the Internet). Facts that are required
for a job are to be acquired on the job, particularly in this nodern
age when no two jobs for the university graduate are identical and
when each conpany is set on distinguishing itself fromits
conpetitors and on tailoring the workplace to suit individual needs.
Busi ness itself has a responsibility to train its new enpl oyees, the
resource which is supposed to provide the so-called uni que
conpetitive edge. Wiy then are universities urged to turn out
graduat es who have |l ost this uniqueness through relying on fornulaic
repetitions and facts nmenorised in isolation fromany anal yti cal
framewor k, graduates who are praised for the ability to peck and
produce as hens in a battery cage?

There is of course the opinion that the dowmturn in the econony in
Australia is nore pressing than the critical way of thinking

di scovered two and a half thousand years ago by the Ancient G eeks
and the intellectual tradition of the University created eight
hundred years ago that has nmake a definitive contribution to the
depth and vi brancy of western civilisation. This opinion has pronpted
narrow proclamati on of small-m nded provincialism that universities
must be ‘relevant’ to the real world". W pass over the vacuous

sl ogans, shall ow catchcries and neani ngl ess rhetoric of political

i nperative and vested interest."Relevance" is an elastic and enpty
deity so fickle that itcannot be a foundation of future planning
because today's relevance, by its very logic, will not be tonorrow

S. And the 'real world, turns out to be sonmeone's el ectorate. W
suggest, as educators, that "intelligence", its recognition and its
enhancenent be the basis on which the future of the university system
i s pl anned.

The two peaks of intellectual endeavour - reason and enpiri cal
observation - cone under the rubric research. Surely a university has
the dual responsibility of protecting existing know edge and
acquiring further know edge by extending that which already exists by
positing questions and seeking answers through research and critical
anal ysis. Surely lecturers have the responsibility to think about
what they teach rather than convey, as enpty vessels, other people's
ideas. If econom c argunents drive universities today, then to use



appropriate business term nology, this can be equated with the
pronoti on of research and devel opnent and t he managi ng of that
resulting intangi ble resource, know edge, as a source of innovation
and conversion. Know edge is fast being recogni sed by the business
world as at |east as inportant a resource as those which are
tangi bl e, hence the birth of Peter Senge's Learning organi sations'.

It is the managi ng of existing know edge that universities are
ignoring and which will be lost. By |ogical progression, if know edge
is lost, it cannot serve as a starting point fromwhich questions are
posited and new i deas devel oped; research cannot therefore extend it
and this dual reason for a university's existence is no nore.

W wite as two younger academ es fromdissimlar departnents

(Hi story and Managenent) who are concerned about the direction
suggested by "Learning for Life", because it deval ues ideas, the
ideas we |ove to teach. The university is the real world, expansive
in space and tinme. The university nust enconpass the rigour of the
i beral humanist tradition and instil the intellectual capabilities
to deal with our nodern, pluralist society. It must break down
prejudi ce and intol erance by encouragi ng i ndependent thought and
critical analysis. W are sure the Commttee does not want to hammer
flat thinking and i magination on the anvil of the applied fact. But
by seeking to attain an anorphous post-secondary education
environment, the Commttee is not only failing to understand the
nature and role of universities but is also devaluing the technical
skills acquired by students at those institutions which specialise in
vocational training, nanmely the technical and further education
institutes. W urge the Commttee to reconsider its recomendations
in light of appreciation of the special mssion of the University to
teach the thinkers of tonorrow

Jonat han Barl ow
Department of History,
Uni versity of Queensl| and.

Ms Marjorie Jerrard
Depart ment of Managenent,
Monash University.
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