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Is it wrong to teach what is right and wrong ?

The debate at the Université Libre de Bruxelles
Emmanuelle Danblon

Does the ULB consider that it is right to teach values, and if so, how should it be done ?

First of all, I will try to explain the reason why the Rector of the ULB, Philippe Vincke, decided to initiate a new reflection about the old principle of the so called « libre examen ». As far as I know, such a concept is not easy to translate. Actually, it has to do with the notion of critical thinking, as it is used in modern science. But such a principle is sometimes also regarded as a moral attitude.

Anyway, the Rector’s aim was to examine what the libre examen has become nowadays, since such a principle built the identity of our University. In other words, society changed, ideological and political opinions evolved since the ULB’s creation in 1834. This is the reason why the principle of the libre examen needs to be reconsidered in the light of the evolution of society.

Let me now consider a first example for a first question.

I quote our colleague Ph. Van Parijs :

What is left of the values that allegedly define the identities of at least some of our universities (eg. ULB) and are eagerly invoked in our universities’ charters, on their websites and at their most pompous ceremonies ? Sheer empty rhetoric irrelevant to our student’s future professional conduct, if not shameless hypocrisy ?

First of all, such a principle is written in the statutes of our University, i.e. :

« The Free University of Brussels grounds its teaching and its research on the principle of the libre examen. Such a principle assumes, in each matter, a rejection of any argument that is grounded on authority, as well as independence of judgment. » (L'Université Libre de Bruxelles fonde l'enseignement et la recherche sur le principe du libre examen. Celui-ci postule, en toute matière, le rejet de l'argument d'autorité et l'indépendance de jugement.).

But as evoked by Ph. Van Parijs, such a principle is sometimes regarded today either as authoritative, or as hypocritical.

To illustrate this point, let me report you an event that happened two or three years ago. Pierre de Maret who was the previous rector, was attacked by students while he tried to expose the libre examen principle to the new students, in a so called « pompous ceremony ». Symptomatically, he was insulted as a « laïcard » as if it were the ultimate offence.

Such a case and others were at the origin of the decision to engage a new reflection about our values and the need —or not— to teach them to our students.
As an hypothesis, the ULB thought that it was definitively on the « good » ethical side of the society, thanks to the libre examen principle. But meanwhile, some students, some colleagues and also some external observers question such a claim.

In this perspective, I advised the Rector to take this situation into account by trying to apply to ourselves our old principle, i.e. the « libre examen ». Now, such a principle presupposed that every judgment, every position has to undergo critique, in order to avoid dogmatism. This is the case also for our University. We thus decided to begin a large work in order to look critically at our own position. But such a step had to be done without fear, without preconceived ideas, and finally with courage. That was the aim of last year’s activities at the ULB regarding its values.

I will now try to report a short appraisal of this first year.

Actually, the question of the opportunity to keep the « libre examen » as a specific identity of the ULB revealed various positions and sensitivities. Some of the members of our community were firmly attached to that principle, but without any intention to develop a new reflection on it. Others regarded that principle as something like a “laïcist cathechism”, i.e., something that finally became a dogma. But everybody who was concerned by the debate was deeply and emotionally engaged in it.
In other words, last year’s events revealed the very fact that there was an urgent necessity to debate about the opportunity to apply and to adhere to the libre examen principle. But at the same time, we experimented the very fact that it was quite impossible to manage a fruitful debate.

This is the reason why we decided to organise various debates this year, that will be managed by the ULB community itself, i.e. by everyone who is a member of the ULB community : students, professors, researchers and administrative staff. We decided, for this first step, not to enlarge the debate to the whole society in order to try to develop a discussion that should be free of any external pressure.
The aim is to try to capture the various sensitivities of the academic community with respect to its inheritance. At the same time, we decided to propose a framework where all discussions may be as fruitful as possible. In this perspective, we noticed that an actual « debate’s culture », beyond any superficial claim, was not so obviously shared by the community as thought. Now, a debate’s culture actually corresponds with the ideas of critical thinking, i.e. it is the actual application of the libre examen principle.

This point leads me to the second question : « How is the job done ? »

As I just mentioned, we decided to organise debates this year that should provide us with a general frame of the diverse sensitivities and opinions of our University community regarding the current conception of our values. It is the case to apply critical thinking, i.e., the libre examen principle, to the main current democratic values that where inherited from the Enlightment. This is our way to do the job.

To do so, we proposed to divide the debate into three parts which are dealt with in three workshops. The first one deals with the status of scientific explanation and the concept of « truth ». The second one deals with an appraisal on the promises of modernity. The third one has to do with the status of history and the problem of identities.

The workshops are organized by professors and researchers of the ULB and are addressed to the whole academic community. This year, the debates take place only within and for the ULB community, so that we expect to be able to debate next year with the whole society thanks to the fact that we will have a better understanding of the various positions at the ULB. Diversity is a matter of fact at the ULB. It is a matter of pride. There is no better way to actually preserve it than in exercising critical thinking and debate’s culture. This is also the reason why we decided since the beginning of the year to offer to students —and, if so, to other members of the community— an initiation to argumentation theory that is being taught less and less in our universities and in secondary schools. This point appears to be particularly important, since we noticed that an actual « debate’s culture » has to be kept alive.

Finally, is it our job to teach ethical values that should guide our student’s professional live ?

Finally, we may consider that the main point of this discussion consists in distinguishing the concepts of “a scientific libre examen”, that is ideally shared today by all universities, and of “a philosophical libre examen” that is a personal choice, that can be imposed as it is without running the risk to become dogmatic.

It remains that the ULB has a history, where some individual attitudes were motivated by an « objection of conscience » towards some totalitarianism —either religious or political. Such a history may remain today in our conscience as a culture, as examples where everyone may choose to inspire his/her own attitude. Moreover some traces of such a culture may remain in the heart of the institution. For example, the University experimented in the past that a passive respect of pluralism of opinion is not sufficient —and may sometimes become a trap— in order to actually warrant the actual respect of any individual freedom. For example, our University does not offer the possibility to our religious students to meet in a place of worship. This is not an antireligious attitude, but a complementary warrant to avoid any pressure on an actual and individual application of individual freedom.

Finally, students are taught —at least we hope— in a way that every position is allowed to be expressed, provided it is exposed to critical thinking.

