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Dean Joey Cruz, Fr. Antonio Samson, Mr. Yohei Sasakawa, API Fellows, Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen:

I must begin by congratulating the API Fellows gathered here tonight for the 6th Fellowship Program Workshop.  I had been involved with API Program in the Philippines from its inception and I do have some idea of the work it takes to win a fellowship and then to deliver on the award. 

I must also apologize for the hasty exit that I will have to make tomorrow.  There were some missed communications about the invitation, and I must get back to Bangkok for another conference.  But this is my loss, not yours.  I have looked at the topics on the agenda for this meeting, and I feel cheated that I will not be able to listen to their presentation.

The Sasakawa Foundation’s Reach

The API Program is one of many innovative programs that the Sasakawa Foundation supported.  It has been my good fortune to have been able to participate in a number of them.  

My first opportunity to visit Myanmar came in 1998 through an invitation to a conference on Myanmar and ASEAN convened through the Foundation.  The conference aimed at encouraging Myanmar membership in ASEAN.  It was our hope, then, that the prospect of joining ASEAN would encourage Myanmar to exert greater efforts towards achieving more democratic governance and higher standards for the protection of human rights. Alas, that hope was disappointed, but it was a brave attempt for which the Foundation deserves credit.

Last month, I participated in a meeting of the Asian Dialogue Society in Shanghai, another project supported by the Sasakawa Foundation.  The meeting focused on China’s role and responsibilities as a Great Power.  Two issues had thrown China into an unwanted international prominence.  The Myanmar military Junta had begun to use deadly force to suppress the peaceful protest movement led by Buddhist monks.  The violent dispersal of peaceful demonstrations calling for peace and national reconciliation had provoked ASEAN to condemn the action in a statement of unprecedented harshness.  But ASEAN basically admitted that it had little leverage on the behavior of its member and pointed to China, perceived as the Junta’s patron, as the power with greater influence on the course of events in Myanmar.

The Nobel Peace Prize awarded to Al Gore and the UN Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, announced while the ADS meeting was in progress, gave additional point to another item on its agenda, the issue of sustainable development.  The weight of its population and the dynamism of its economy make China an indispensable element in any solution to the problems of environmental degradation and climate change.  It is already the world’s largest producer of carbon dioxide gas.

I recall that the idea of bringing the API Fellows from different countries to come together for a sharing of their research findings was something that we in Manila thought should be done as soon as possible.  It is not surprising that the idea found favor with the Sasakawa Foundation. My own limited engagement in its previous activities suggests the scope of the Foundation’s thematic concerns and geographical reach, which are both advanced by a meeting like this.

Defining API

It is on the issue of scope and themes that I would like to offer some thoughts tonight.  What is the scope of our concept of “public intellectuals” and what are our expectations from them?  I would suppose that the programs in the other countries also wrestled with these issues, which are fundamental in determining who can be considered for the award.  

The Intellectual and Academe

The term “intellectual” naturally led us to focus on faculty in universities, particularly since the awards were meant to support an activity that required research.  Some observers have warned, however, that public intellectuals constitute an endangered specie, a vanishing breed— because those capable of playing that role have fled to, or been captured by, academe.  Obviously, this is a critique that comes from those disenchanted with what they see in universities.  

These critics see professors engaged in teaching as mainly concerned with the process of transferring the notes in their binders to the notes in the binders of their students.  Those engaged in research, on the other hand, dedicate themselves to producing studies that few will read, fewer will understand and virtually no one will use or remember.  Except, perhaps, those professors who will copy notes from the studies into their binders so that students can then reproduce them in their binders.

These are clearly stereotypes that are not really new.  But other concerns are new and relate to the trend towards the corporate management of universities.  This has imposed, among other thing, a more rigorous job analysis and assessment of faculty performance and a more sustained monitoring process.  Oxford Dons have been fighting to protect their control of academic affairs against appointed managers.  At Northampton University in the UK recently, the vice-chancellor presided over a review that froze the salaries of 40% of the faculty, because the affected professors had fewer management responsibilities.  

In both the UK and the US, there has been a trend towards hiring both teaching and research faculty on fixed contract arrangements, without the possibility of pursuing a tenure track.  There have also been proposals that the benefits research projects will bring play a significant part in the approval decision.

Certainly, faculty have to submit to performance evaluation, but they also have a right to a process that is appropriate, transparent and fair.  The demand that research proposals be subjected to a cost-benefit analysis would not be so onerous or objectionable, as long as the benefits are not excessively weighted towards financial returns and a reasonable time-frame to achieve them is provided.   Otherwise, research in the social sciences and the humanities would face difficulty getting funding support.

Universities have also become more dependent on support from external stakeholders, including the private business sector.  Both administration and faculty become thereby also more vulnerable to pressures on the research directions they pursue and the policy positions they advocate. They suffer from the same vulnerability, where their budget entirely depends on yearly appropriations by the state. 

Some quarters would maintain that academic institutions have no business taking policy or political positions.  In 2001, I was serving on the board of an association of universities.  In one meeting, at the height of the controversy over the alleged involvement of President Joseph Estrada in illegal gambling, I noted the eloquent silence maintained by academe on the issue.  Individual universities, including my own, had spoken out.  But the sector as whole had remained quiet, when all kinds of other associations—of businessmen, lawyers, accountants, retired soldiers, religious bodies, and civil society groups had voiced their demand, if not for the resignation of the president, at least for a thorough and transparent investigation of the charges.

A ranking official of another university questioned the propriety of joining the fray, pointing out that the association, even in 1986, did not involve itself in the protests against Marcos.  What stunned me then was the evident pride taken in that precedent.  At a crucial point in the country’s history, when the nation stood balanced on a razor’s edge between the reconsolidation of dictatorship and the reemergence of democracy, seclusion in the ivory tower was justified as the correct course of action.  Equally appalling was the suggestion by another person that the school heads should just allow, perhaps even encourage the students to join in the protest actions against Estrada, but should prudently stay on the sidelines themselves.

Last year, at a meeting of university presidents in Bangkok, I had the pleasure of talking to Margaret A. McKenna, president of Lesley University in Cambridge, Mass.   I had not met her before, but I had written her some months earlier to express my appreciation for a piece she had published in the Boston Globe (13 January 2006), entitled the “Silencing of College Presidents.”

In that contribution, she pointed out that, in the 19th century, moral leadership was preeminently a role expected of the college president; many of them taught the school’s course on moral philosophy and ethics.  In the 20th century, some presidents distinguished themselves for providing this moral leadership in periods of crises.  Despite the risk of provoking public controversy, presidents like Theodore Hesburgh of Notre Dame or Kingman Brewster of Yale, spoke out on the moral issues in the United States of their day: race, poverty, and the Vietnam War.  The challenges, as Brewster explained, was striking a “deliberate balance of judgment” about what say, seeking “how to avoid excessive exploitation of the presidential office, and how to avoid being a moral eunuch on a morally anguished campus."

McKenna warned that 9/11 and the War against Terror had made the questioning of established government line more dangerous; dissent was  likely to be deemed unpatriotic.  She believed that, for this reason, college presidents have tended to focus on their administrative jobs and to shy away from larger national issues.

The danger McKenna sees in the U.S. also looms in our region.  If academic bureaucratization and the financial vulnerability of many universities make even their presidents reluctant to speak out on public issues, are universities likely to provide a secure platform for public intellectuals?  From whom, then, if not from their leaders, can students learn the kind of civic engagement we hope they will practice?  It is the example of moral leadership, exercised at the highest levels, that empowers the university community to fulfill its responsibility to seek the Truth and to speak Truth to Power.
Media and “Punditry”

The media is the other sector that logically should offer suitable candidates for the Public Intellectuals program.  The work of journalists requires intellectual effort and involves a measure of research, mainly along the lines of oral history, but sometimes also demanding archival investigation.  But media has become, as universities are becoming, Big Business.  Where the media operations form part of a corporate conglomerate, the danger of capture by the special interests of the owners becomes magnified.  

The emergence of television journalism has raised new problems.  Television puts a premium on presentation, not necessarily, intellectual skills.  Indeed, sometimes not even presentation skills, but good looks.  Even the industry jokes about their “talking heads,” which must be perfectly coifed.  With good looks, TV hosts only require literacy to read the cues on camera, often prepared by researchers paid a measly fraction of what the anchor receives.

It is, perhaps, this debasing of media journalism that has turned the term “pundit” into a derogatory description.  But the term had been more respectable.  The original Indian word “pandit,” from which it is derived, referred to a learned person, a scholar or teacher versed in Sanskrit and Hindu law, religion and philosophy.  British judges in India in the 18th and 19th centuries, who knew little of Hindu customs and oral traditions, employed them as court advisers.  Until about the mid-1860’s, the legal structure actually carried a post for a law officer designated as the Pundit of the Supreme Court to counsel British judges on points of Hindu law.

Pundit later came to mean an expert in a field who pronounced authoritative views in the media on his or her area of expertise.  Journalists would solicit quotes or sound-bites from their favorite pundits to add credibility and heft to their reports.  In time, pundits acquired their own shows, or journalists, taking the role of news anchors or talk-show hosts, began to qualify as pundits themselves-- which contributed to blurring the distinction between the expert and the journalist.  By virtue of presence in the media, the journalist gained recognition as an expert and the expert had to adjust to become more accessible to the mass media audience.  Jean Bethke Elshtain, a board member of the Institute for Advanced Studies at Princeton University, noted the risk: as time goes on, the public intellectual may become more and more public and less and less intellectual.

Perhaps, inevitably, the pundit became associated with people pushing vested interests, a particular ideology or political platform.   I think our public intellectuals would do well to shun the pundit lable.  

But punditry is an important element in defining the purposes of the API program.  In the most fundamental definition, public intellectuals must acquire at least two qualifications: a level of disciplinary expertise and an ability to communicate their field to a broader audience beyond the field. They raise their value when they can clarify the meaning of developments in their specific fields and their connections with other fields.  They perform an even more useful role when they can provide the public insights into the implications of the academic work done in their fields on related areas of study.  

Some public intellectuals, because of the credibility and the prominence they establish in their own fields, become influential sources of views on other fields.  Einstein made his mark in physics; after gaining international prominence for his disciplinary work, received and accepted invitations to speak on religion, education, ethics, philosophy, and world politics.  Unless one is an Einstein, however, there are clearly risks in venturing beyond one’s area of expertise.

Part of the mission of the API program would be to support promising public intellectuals to move up this hierarchy of roles from communicator to prophet.  Presumably, the process of moving up means reaching a progressively growing public.  Ironically, ICT technology, which should logically facilitate the reach to a bigger audience, also makes it possible to contain the information flow.

Anecdotal evidence seems to indicate that national newspapers have been losing their readers.  More people are getting their news from radio and television.   And national political news, the mainstay for newspapers of national record, is losing reader interest, except, possibly, during crisis conditions. 

The variety of publications available in bookstores and newsstands, on the other hand, has expanded tremendously.  These materials cater to specific interest or demographic groups.  There are magazines for the teen-agers and the elderly and pregnant women; for those interested in cosmetics or cuisine; gardening or guns; motorcars or movies; travel or technology.  There are magazines that cover sports, and even more specialized publications that focus on specific sporting events or even individual teams.  

Those who want to pursue their special interests beyond the weekly or monthly publications can surf the web for relevant blogs.  Two points, I think, deserve noting.  First, only a relatively small sector of society would have the education and the money to access these specialized sources of information.   Second, these privileged few have complete control over the information they would like to see.

We look for the public intellectuals to play a role in shaping the culture of society towards desirable standards (though, of course, we can debate what these standards should be).  But, especially, in the developing countries, they often stand at some distance from the mass of the population, which is mainly concerned with making a living.  At the same time, their reach to the educated, monied class is completely contingent on the access it permits to them.

Imagined Communities and the Concept of Asia

The national audience appears to be shrinking. Society is being balkanized, fragmented into a multiplicity of interest groups that can selectively focus on anything they choose, from aviation to Zen.  Each group can construct a virtual, self-contained community that can filter out of its radar screen anything extraneous to their concerns.  The Boston baseball club that recently won the World Series speaks of a Red Sox Nation, whose geographical reach does indeed appear to span the American continent and beyond; it has a significant following in Japan, because of its star Japanese pitcher.  It is a nation with a wide reach, but a narrowly limited focus.

The mention of geography leads me to the third element in the Asian Public Intellectuals Program.  The Fellows gathered here today clearly do not represent all of Asia.  It is reasonable and necessary, of course, to impose administrative and budgetary limits on the scope of the program.  But it may be useful to reflect on our concept and understanding of Asia.  Does the geographical tag imply that our public intellectuals should preferably focus on Asian issues or address mainly an Asian audience?  And how do we identify these?

Even the issue of which countries comprise Asia is not so easy to determine anymore, if you consider all the clusters that describe themselves as Asian.  I am sure we can all identify the ten members of ASEAN.  Perhaps, you know that SEAMEO is ASEAN plus One, with the addition of Timor Leste.  Perhaps, some of you can also describe the coverage of the club for Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC).  

The term Asia-Pacific is interesting.  It can be understood to mean a group larger than Asia, including both the countries on the Asian continent and the island countries of the Pacific Ocean. Grammatically, it can also be correctly interpreted as limiting membership to countries on the Asian land mass that have access to the Pacific.  APEC takes the narrower definition; UNESCO the expanded view.  But last year, the Australian Ministry of Education and Training convened a conference of Asia-Pacific Education Ministers, and the intended territorial scope appears even bigger than that of UNESCO, extending from Turkey in the west to the Pacific Islands in the east, with Brazil enjoying Observer status.  

I will concede your familiarity with these groups.  But I believe I can safely bet the house against anyone naming the countries that can participate in the Asian Games and those that can receive financial assistance from the Asian Development Bank.  I will even offer a hint: APEC has 21 members; the Asian Games fielded teams from 42 countries; ADB includes 48 Asian member countries.  

I think we now all accept that nations and their claimed national territories are political and psychological constructs.  In Benedict Anderson’s memorable phrase, nations are “imagined communities.”  Their boundaries are determined by historical accident, established by the vision and aggressiveness of leaders, the fortunes of war and the incompetence or brilliance of contending diplomats. 

One of the first things we learned, as students of Southeast 
Asian history, was the World War II provenance of the term—Lord Louis Mountbatten had established the headquarters of his Southeast Asia Command in Kandy in Ceylon or Sri Lanka.  Despite once bearing the name and its historical and contemporary religious links with Burma and Thailand, Sri Lanka remains outside any grouping of Southeast Asian countries.

The concept of nations as imagined communities has equal relevance to both Europe and Asia.  Some European weather maps reportedly end abruptly at national borders; they would not be as helpful to meteorologists. Somewhat similar is the practice followed by some countries of changing the names of typhoons once they enter national territories.  In our time, it seems the essential solidity of topography and terrain has melted and become reduced to fluid lines on maps drawn by military and political strategists to serve national interests and ambitions.  Geopolitics has trumped Geography.

Until recently, we have been able to depend on geographical origins as a reliable indicator of identity.  But intermarriage, migration and, in general, the mobility that technology has made possible, have made birthplace and ethnicity less decisive cultural markers.   We can no longer presume that the ethnic Asians we encounter in the United States, Europe and Australia necessarily speak Asian languages.  And even when they do, their primary political allegiance lies with the country where they live.  Increasingly we have to think in terms of hyphenated identities: Filipino-American, or Dutch-Indonesian, or Thai-German, and so forth.

Still, the hyphenated population, though it may be increasing, remains small.  Indeed, the process of integrating them into the imagined community of their adopted nation is one of the complex problems to which globalization has given prominence. Despite the rise of multinational institutions, the emergence of a global market and the expansion of the world-wide web, which defies national boundaries, the predicted demise of nation-states remains only a distant possibility.  

Is this something to be regretted?   It is true that many of the most crucial challenges that we face today must be confronted on a global scale.  Preeminent among them, of course, is the problem of climate change and environmental sustainability, one of the concerns of the Sasakawa Foundation.  But the environmentalists themselves have coined what has now become a cliché about thinking global and acting local.  Perhaps, human beings, to function effectively, need a human scale that affords some level of personal intimacy.  Perhaps, we have not yet evolved enough to dispense with the primordial ties provided by blood, language and religion.

The emergence of the European Union had at one time suggested that regional associations might pave the way for an inclusive and cohesive political institution bigger than the nation-state.  But the opposition to the EU constitution in France and the Netherlands has applied the brakes on the movement towards a stronger political union.

The SEAMEO ministers of education and ASEAN itself have been pushing for a program to promote a stronger sense of ASEAN-ness and a more cohesive Southeast Asian socio-cultural community.  But none of the member countries see this advocacy as in any way replacing or even weakening the ties between citizen and country.

Identity in a Globalized World

 I have ventured to suggest that the terms of the Fellowship Program—Asian Public Intellectuals—require periodic review because perspectives on intellectuals, the public and Asia are not immutably engraved in stone.  The review would help ensure that the program remains relevant over time.

Many papers on the agenda for this workshop reflect upon the issue of globalization, its meaning, consequences and implications, and the related themes of identities and boundaries.  A number also deals with how these issues emerge in popular culture.

Let me end with a small example, a kind of case study of how these issues may interconnect.  Some of you may be familiar with Chess, not the game, but a musical play based on the game.  One of the best known songs start with the line: “One night in Bangkok makes a hard man humble.”  The plot revolves around the rivalry between an American and a Russian chess grandmaster during the period of the Cold War, and their common struggle to balance their love of the game to which they have dedicated their lives and their personal relationships.  

At one point, the Russian realizes that he has fallen in love with his American rival’s manager/girl friend, and he entertains thoughts of defecting to the capitalist West.  He expresses the dilemma he feels in the song entitled Anthem.  

No man, no madness

Though their sad power may prevail

Can possess, conquer my country’s heart

They rise to fail.

She is eternal

Long before nations’ lines were drawn

When no flags flew, when no armies stood

My land was born

And you ask me why I love her

Through wars, death and despair

She is the constant

We who don’t care.

And you wonder will I leave her—but how?

I cross over borders, but I’m still there now.

How can I leave her?

Where would I start?

Let man’s petty nations tear themselves apart

My land’s only borders lie

Around my heart.

Here we have an artist’s testimony to a man’s rootedness in the land of his birth, of his people, of his culture in a time of global, ideological confrontation.   I hope it serves to add a dimension and a color to the theme of boundaries, culture and identity in an age of globalization that many of you have been exploring in your work.

My best wishes for a stimulating and fruitful meeting.  Thank you and good evening.

E.C. de Jesus

25 November 2007

