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Toward a Better Higher Education

——Address by Prof. Cheng Changchun,
President of Yancheng Teachers University

Dear friends, dear conference participants and honored guests:

In this wonderfully blooming season of spring, over 40 scholars from
different parts of the world are gathered here in Yancheng Teachers Univer-
sity to explore significant issues of process thought and higher education re-
form. On behalf of the 14, 000 staff members and students of the Universi-
ty, I'd like to extend to you our warm welcome.

The 21* century is an era of knowledge economy. Education must be
geared to the world, modernization and the future. Education in itself is an.
organic and integrated process of creation. The realization of our desired
values must be guided by scientific ideas and assimilate the achievements of
world civilizations. . In this regard, Whitehead’s process thought not only
serves as a bridge between the Eastern and Western cultural traditions, but
offers us a unique perspective of promoting philosophical research over a
great span of time and space. It is our hope that, by holding this interna-
tional conference on “Process Thinking and Higher Education Reform” , we
can, with the help of educators and scholars across the world, exchange
views on values and culture, and seek more wisdom and rationalism on a
philosophical basis. It is also our hope that this conference will be an impe-
tus to further research and exploration for the purpose of reforming and inno-
vating higher education so as to make greater contribution to human civiliza-
tion and progress.

I wish this conference a great success.

(Translated by Huang Xinru)




Congratulation from Dr. Cobb

Dear Chinese friends, Dear conference participants and honored guest,

On behalf of Center for Process Studies, USA, I want to take this occa-
sion to express my heartfelt congratulation to the Conference. I also want to
pay my tribute to Yancheng Teachers University, especially President
Changchun Cheng and Dr. Zhihe Wang, director of China Project, Center
for Process Studies, for their hard work. Without their input, this confer-
ence is impossible. .

The occasion of this conference on values in higher education brings
back memories of a previous conference here in Claremont. On that occasion
I had the opportunity to meet a remarkable group of administrators of Chi-
nese universities. They were remarkable in their openness to think in fresh
ways about higher education. [ sensed also that they weré genuinely interest-
ed in implementing new ideas.

The need for reform in higher education is universal, but in most of the
world current practices are so deeply entrenched that experimentation occurs
only at the periphery. The major changes now taking place only make mat-
ters worse. In China I sense the possibility' of genuine and extensive im-
provement. For that reason 1 consider your conference to have real impor-
tance.

The question to keep always at the center is the purpose of higher edu-
cation. University education now serves several purposes well. It prepares its
graduates to function as competent specialists in a wide range of fields. In
these roles they serve the economy and improve their own economic
status. Also, through graduate programs, students and faculty advance the
cutting edges of many disciplines. This means that universities contribute
greatly to China’s rapid catching up with the technologically and economical-

ly most advanced nations and even overtaking them. In view of the impor-
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tance of technology and economics in international affairs today, universities
are essential to China’s taking its proper place as a world leader.

Given all this, why are many of us troubled and dissatisfied? It is be-
cause gain in specialized knowledge, in the economy, and in national power
and prestige, are insufficient goals. China is not only an economy and a
body politic; it is also a human society. A human society can survive and
flourish only through patterns of human relationships that are based on
shared values. These values cannot be primarily material ones. Clearly most
Chinese know this and are committed to the values that make for human
community. But unless such values are transmitted through education, they
fade, and a people becomes decadent. Many of us in the United States fear

that our nation is becoming decadent as individual self — seeking in econom-

‘ic terms becomes widely accepted as the dominant value. It is important for

China itself, and for the world, that China not abandon its age-old under-
standing of education as the transmission of values.

Furthermore, values are rooted in vision or world view. How we under-
stand our world determines what we value. The changes in world view
through which the Chinese people have passed in one or two generations are
astounding. Today it is not clear what will come next. Much in the future of
human history in general, as well as still more in China itself, depends on
whether China adopts the most materialistic and reductive features of West-
ern modernism or finds a healthy, holistic postmodern alternative that builds
on its own great cultural tradition.

It is also of immense importance that the emerging vision be one that
restores the traditional Chinese understanding of the role of the human with-
in the inclusive context of nature. The modern mind, so influential in higher
education, has objectified nature and treated it as simply a resource for hu-
man use. The whole planet suffers from the consequent abuse. Because of its
vast ‘human population and limited space, the problems in China are pecul-
iarly acute. There are no simple solutions. But unless the guiding vision re-
jects the dualism and anthropocentrism of Western modernism, there will be
no solutions at all.

Much depends on higher education. If it only turns out specialists with




great technical skills operating out of the dualistic, anthropocentric, indi-
vidualist, reductionist vision of Western modernism, China’s new period of
national greatness will be brief. Its technology and its economy will destroy
both the values that bind people together in community and the nature that
is the indispensable context of human life.

Critical thinkers in the West have been much better in pointing out the
limitations and failures of modernity than in constructing and implementing
alternatives. Where we have succeeded to some extent in the latter, this has
been at the fringes of Western thought and society. It is my hope that China,
with cultural traditions that have enabled its society to survive catastrophes
and flourish repeatedly over a far greater span of space and time than any
Western civilization, will again find a way to order its life for healthy surviv-
al into the indefinite future. If it does, one major ingredient will be in its ed-
ucational system, culminating in its universities.

This conference may prove to be one step in imagining a university that
will truly serve China and the world. If so, it will prove to be of historic im-
portance.

Wish you have a very successful conference.

John B. Cobb, Jr.

Founding director of Center for Process Studies

March 16, 2005
(April 7, 2005)
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