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Reimagining the university
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In his commentary, Making NUS
and NTU great Singapore
universities, Mr Han Fook Kwang
enjoined both the National
University of Singapore and the
Nanyang Technological University
toproduceresearch that, beyond
the ever-important academic
accolades, “will make a difference
to the countryandits people”.

However, before we even get to
figuring out how toreconcile the
potentially conflicting tasks ofa
university — academic research,
teaching, and the broader national
development agenda, among
others - there is the even more
fundamental question of “Whatis a
university?”

Isour currentnotion of the
university still fit for purpose and
appropriate for these disruptive,
fluid and fast-moving times?

The office I head, the NUS Futures
Office, wassetup toask suchbasic,
even naive, questions, chiefamong
whichbeing the veryidea of the
university. How did the idea of the
modern, comprehensive research

: university evolve? Howmightit yet
: evolve? Questioning afresh theidea, :
. therationale, and the value of the

: university causes great impatience,
: tosaynothingof consternation,

. because these are questions we

: assumed we settled long ago.

But perhaps these answers, and

theirunderlying assumptions, no
: longer hold in aworld of complex
: and accelerating changes.

Forus in pragmatic Singapore, it

: behovesus to challenge some key

. assumptions we hold of higher

: education. For example, we assume
: thatinthe higher education space

: inhabited by differententities, the

: “university”is the dominantactor

: among polytechnics, institutes of

¢ technical education, and so forth.

: Whatifthatisnolonger the case?

: Whatifalternatives such as the

: guildsand apprenticeships

: challenge, ifnot supplant, the

: primacy of the university,atleastin
. itsteachingaspect?

Furthermore, especiallyin

: Singapore, we stillassume that

: youngpeople, if they have the

: ability and the resources, will

. alwaysaspire toaplacein the

. university; that the road to success
. stillmainly cuts through the

: university. What if they don’t,and
: whatifit’snot? How then should

. | believe that the future of
: the university consistsin

: large partingoing backto
. jts metaphysical roots...

: The metaphysical

: university'semphasison

: the formation of the whole
: human being, of equipping
. its studentswith different
: setsof moral and political

: vocabulary to make sense

: ofthemselves and their

: placein the universe, or at
: least society, and its

: emphases onreasoning,

: rhetoric,and ethics-all of
: these things essentially

: translateintothe so-called
: "soft skills” we are

: convinced are essential for
: aworld of digital

. disruptions, of political

. contestation, of fake news
: (and fake news legislation).

: wereimagine the university?

. Indeed, if the university did not

. exist today, would itbe necessary
: toinventit? Andifyes, what form
: shouldittake?

The modern university familiar

. tous did not emerge fully formed.

. Emeritus Professor of Higher

: Education Ronald Barnett, at the

: Institute of Education, University

. of London, points toits earliest

: incarnation: the metaphysical

. university. He locates the

: metaphysical university some

: 2,000 years agoin the Greek,

. Persian, Indian and Chinese

. traditions of the “academy”,an

: “Institution through which

. individuals could come tostandina
: new and surer relationship with the
. world”. The focus of the

: metaphysical university was to

: “openup new forms of human

: being”.

The metaphysical university

. evolved into the pragmatic one.

. Today’s modern university, by and
. large,isaplace that measures,

: describes, defines and analyses. It
. extolsrules and performance

. metrics. Itis governed by the :
. assumption,a heroicand optimistic :
. one, thatthe world is completely

: amenable to our understanding

. and control, given enough time and
: effort. In such a world view, there is
: nomysteryleftin the world.

Of courseitisallwelland good to

unlock the mysteries of the cosmos.
. Ifear, though, that the solving of
: mysteries,and the accompanying

: hubris, hasalsoled to theloss of the
: sense of mystery, or what

: philosopher Hannah Arendt

: referred to as thaumazein, the

: ceaseless sense of awe at not

: knowing. With theloss of a sense of
: mystery, the university risks :
: becominga mundane place.Aplace :
: inwhich objectives have tobe

: explicitly articulated, learning

: outcomes stated up front, and most
: bizarrely, the impact of research

- has tobe spelt out before the

: research evenbegins.

I believe that the future of the

: university consistsinlarge partin

: going back to its metaphysical

: roots, as defined by Professor

: Barnett. Thisisnoromantic

: lamentationover the

: impoverishment of the modern

: university. The metaphysical

: university’s emphasis on the

: formation of the whole human

. being, of equipping its students

: with different sets of moral and

: political vocabulary to make sense
: ofthemselves and their place in the
: universe,oratleastsociety,andits
: emphasesonreasoning, rhetoric,

: and ethics - all of these things

essentially translate into the

: so-called “soft skills” we are

: convincedare essential for a world
. of digital disruptions, of political

: contestation, of fake news (and

. fakenews legislation).

These traits and meta-level skills -

learning forlearning’s sake,
: imagination, authenticity, critical
: thinking, andresilience - that we

: nowencourage in our schools were
: standard fare served up by the
: metaphysical university.

Inasmuch as the university should

prepare its students for the working
: world, it should also equip them
: with the skills to navigate the human

condition, to debate contentious

. issues, such asgayrights and

: Singapore’s 377A legislation, to

. evaluate evidence, tochallenge

: conventional wisdom, and to detect
. falsehoods and fallacies.

Finally, the attributes of the

: metaphysical university resonate

: with the contemporary push

. towardslifelonglearning (notice

. thatitisnotreferred toaslifelong

. education). The sociologist

. Zygmunt Bauman argues that

. educationinaworld of unstable

¢ meaningsand disorienting changes
: canonly take the form oflifelong

. learning, in which the key element is
. the continuous forming (and

: re-forming) of the selfin response to
. anever-changing world.

Weurgently need to reconnect

: the pragmatic university withideas
: of mystery, ofimagination, and

. evenemancipation. We expect the

: university to be the wellspring of

: imaginationand yet ironically, the

: firstfailure of imagination may well
. be the failure toreimagine the

: university.
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