Jean Grondin

Interview with the Journal « Topos » (Minsk), after the forced closing in August 2004 by the Belarus Authorities of the European Humanities University 

[May 2, 2005]

1.
What is your opinion of the European Humanities University from the perspective of your western experience? 

Teaching a the EHU was to a large extent more meaningful than teaching in Western universities, where the students are at times a bit "blasé" and so overwhelmed by the overabundance of ideas, offerings and debates that a certain form of ironic relativism and disenchantment tends to develop (also, if not first and foremost, among the professors themselves). They tend to take their own freedom for granted and pursue pseudo- and micro-problems following the political rectitude of the moment. It was a delight to find at the EHU challenging minds that reminded one of what our purpose is all about.

Chance has it that I am presently (May 2, 2005) writing to you from El Salvador, where I was invited to teach at the newly developed doctoral program in philosophy at the Centralamerican University. El Salvador is one of the poorest countries of the Western Hemisphere, just barely coming out of a disastrous and cruel civil war that claimed the lives of at least 100 000 people. One of the best known professors at this university was the Jesuit Ignacio Ellacuria, a philosopher of liberation, who was assassinated by a death squad in 1989, along with six others teachers of philosophy (before him, the archbishop of San Salvador Mgr Romero was assassinated during a homily in the Salvadorian Capital 25 years ago). It decimated the faculty and the philosophical life of the country, tragically deprived of its teachers. They are now inviting foreigners to contribute to the education of the new generation of philosophers. Horrendous conditions, but that also make our work meaningful. The conditions in Belarus are entirely different, of course, but one cannot but feel the utmost solidarity, here in San Salvador, with the intellectuals, hopes and people of Belarus.

2.
What do you think about the closing of the European Humanities University? 

A %%$#"!&%&/$ crack-down that repulses me to the highest degree, and saddened me greatly for my friends in Minsk, but that only reveals the weakness of the authorities in Belarus. With the quiet revolutions in Georgia and Ukraine, one can only hope that this weakness will become even more evident and well-known.

3.
How could you formulate the idea of University today? 

In Belarus or in general? It would be for the people of Belarus (surely not their undemocratic government), whom I found by the way to be very well educated (it is not the case in El Salvador) thanks to their own gifted teachers, to formulate their conception, of course. It would be paternalistic to impose one upon them. I think our universities in the West could then learn a lot, in return, from its ideas, since our universities have also lost, for their part, a sense of their vocation. Seldom have I witnessed a university sure of its vocation as was the EHU. It had and, needless to say, still has a unique passion and determination. I would be tempted to apply this sense of purpose to our own universities!

4.
What is you comprehension of the role of intellectuals in the contemporary world?

Oh dear! One has to be very weary of this type of question that seems to invite intellectuals to bestow a self-glorifying role upon themselves. One thing is certain: "intellectual" work takes on many forms and should not be reduced to the mediatic forms that our medium-driven world "expects" of intellectuals and that some intellectuals are so eager to fulfil. After that is said, intellectuals should honor their best traditions, the furthering of knowledge and of critical thought, but also of self-critical through (a rarity), to teach what they know, the little that they know, and thus to promote freedom, and its essential institutions, and to transmit the rich heritage of our intellectual traditions.

