Higher Education in Societies of Transition – Afghanistan and Kosovo
Michael Daxner

Senior Research Fellow, Free University Berlin
Former President of the University of Oldenburg and of the Magna Charta Observatory

Abstract

Higher education during war in crisis areas like Kosovo or Afghanistan is characterized by damaged buildings, closed universities, killed or disappeared scholars and students.  The post-war reconstruction of the higher education system needs support from abroad and outburst of passion from inside the country.  In Kosovo, where 33 percent of the 2 million population are under 16 years, reconstruction of the primary and secondary school system was predominant.  In Afghanistan, with a population of 27 million inhabitants, a passionate and open-minded Higher Education Minister did much to improve the situation of the public and private universities.  He acted during the “Golden Hour” until 2005 and encouraged local and foreign experts to assist in urgent drafting of legislation.  But President Karzai refused to sign the law, dismissed the liberal minister and replaced him with a conservative who returned to prewar legislation.  The newly established Rectors Conference was stopped, student participation and freely elected rectors were given no chance.  The international help for crisis areas must insist on and favour a modern school and university system free from pressure and disaster.
1.

The focus of this conference is the problem of maintaining academic integrity and upholding academic values in times of rapid institutional change for all levels of academia. In most debates, this is an insider discussion; it is impregnated by the Western, First-World discourse on the university as the intellectual top layer of the education system in nation states. And it is true that the European – Western. i.e. also North American – university model has conquered the rest of the world, not inter-nationally, but globally. Non critical post-colonial discourse can dismantle this global forerunner of other areas of globalization from its effectiveness. 

I will ask one question as an introduction: if academic freedom and institutional autonomy are the necessary ingredients of a value-based higher education system, how can we expect integrity and uncorrupted operations in universities that are part of nations and societies in transition?  Many of them are the result of long-lasting wars, interventions, conflicts from poverty and natural disasters; they are certainly not what our experience would call a democratic nation state. And then I shall ask if our question is not emerging from an outdated hegemonic approach.   On the basis of what legitimacy do we impose or export entire systems and communication structures in higher education – if we care at all?  Normally, education and higher education play a small role in peace negotiations, peacekeeping and peace building. Only when it becomes obvious that higher education plays a key-role, the key-role in rebuilding the soft sectors of a new society, do questions become urgent about how universities can be used as cornerstones for civil reconstruction. 

Tom Koenigs, former chief of civil administration for UNMIK in Kosovo and Human Rights Commissioner in Germany, later SRSG for MINUGUA in Guatemala, then from 2007-2009 for UNAMA in Afghanistan, has formulated the issue in a nutshell: now that we will exit from the military options, it is time to concentrate on education and notably, higher education, as the core instance for modernization and – human rights. I concur with his views; from the beginning of my political commitment to societies in conflict higher education was the field in which I expected to find the key for changing mindsets and dynamics of a new social formation after long periods of war and violence. I shall not repeat this history in detail, nor will I reproduce a rather complex theory in a short version. Some references may invite further reading.

What I am going to do is give an idea on the problems higher education faces under the circumstances of post-war and post-intervention situations. In principle, we always have a situation where two parties face each other: interveners and intervened (some speak of peace-keepers and peace-kept (Fortna 2008), others of the occupied and the occupiers, but colloquially it’s always the locals and the internationals. The locals expect to gain or regain a future. Future is a word you don’t often hear after a war or a violent time. Future means that things develop for you – not in general, that you will be able to do tomorrow what you have done today or what you have planned for tomorrow.  If people have much future, they will ask how their children will live, and how they themselves will want to live, and where and when. Future means a perspective for normalcy as opposite to the status of emergency. In this respect, school comes very soon on a priority list, after the support of basic needs such as food and shelter. The normalcy of war is displacement, violence, killings and humiliation. It is not yet peace, if these horrors come to an end, but it is a beginning of another normalcy. Political philosophy would say that this beginning starts with the right to have rights and the recognition that this is the case. The policy of interveners, protectors or occupation powers is to create normalcy through a minimum of security and an appeal to the rule of law. 

At this moment, it would be good to accept the assumption that after interventions there are mainly societies of intervention in which interveners and the intervened are tightly entangled in a new form of society (cf. Bonacker/Daxner/Free/Zürcher 2010).  If the interveners, as in Kosovo, were fully responsible for civil administration, they were also accountable for the restructuring of all education, i.e. education for the Albanian majority, and the Serb and other 7 minorities. For two years, as a kind of minister in a mini-country I held this position of being in charge of the most sensitive sector of civil administration and welfare governance. My experience, from the very first moment, was that you do not start with curriculum and pedagogical reforms. The institution and its purpose are needed in order to fill it with living content. So, I concentrated on fundraising for the physical reconstruction, and signing contracts with teachers under a new pay scheme. But the experience became more precise: here was a lot of power, because you control a big workforce from such a position. And, together with the biggest share in the civilian budget, you have a lot of power by directing higher education, mainly teacher training. This was the door through which curriculum reform could go. And in order to establish a new teacher education, the restructuring of the universities had to begin with another aspect of the rule of law, with legislation. The new higher education bill was accepted, well by some, less well by others, but it was relatively functional and met requirements that the old Serbian regime and the wartime parallel system had both failed to accomplish. The law was designed with the help of the Council of Europe and other experts; it included local peers and focused on “Europe” rather than on a Balkan-local specification. But this is not what I want to refer to; you may ask: where are the values? Where is integrity? Where is autonomy? And we know that these are rarely to be found in legislation alone. How could we change the mindset in a society that was convinced that you had to buy or pay for the most needed objects? Most needed was normalcy, in the sense I have started to explain earlier. Most needed was to realize that there is a part of a potential future in the education system; that the university as an ideological reservoir for continued actors of violence should be replaced by a setting where democratic elites could serve a society that aimed at democracy and the self-determination of the new state. And thus, what we tend to call corruption, came into perspective. You could buy admission, you could buy enrolment, you could buy grades; you could buy appointments. Some of this was real corruption; some of it was only a derivate from social deprivation or simply poor pay, or from extortion and false traditional allegiances. Things improved only when the members of the university realized that it was their institution and not ours, and by this that they had to become active in governing it instead of opposing their protectors’ demands. Ethics became a function of functionality and prospective normalcy (and not vice versa, as in the missionary times). But it is also not the best solution to surrender to the protectors’ rule, especially if the society is really one of tightly entangled and almost merged structures. An intermediate result of our UNMIK policies in education can be described as a sustainable legislation on the level of formal institutions, such as laws and organizational structures. As Kosovo – the name of the newly independent state – is not a mature state under the rule of law with a routine in impartial expert bureaucracy, it is a matter of fact that many flaws have penetrated the new legal system – corruption, lowering of standards and opportunistic deformation. However, the basis seems to remain stable and allows a positive perspective for the future. 

2.

One can have rather mixed feelings about the intervention in Afghanistan after the Bonn Agreement in 2001. I shall not go into any debate about the development from massive hopes for peace and reconstruction to a disillusioned focus on hasty exit from a field that had become a battlefield and a full-fledged war – at least in the eyes of some experts who are not simply pro or against the engagement.  I want to explain why the Kosovo experience was helpful, and nevertheless has brought different results in Afghanistan. 

All intervention experience is, to certain extent, similar. This is the hard core of the theory of societies of intervention, and it is an empirical statement and not a normative one. Afghanistan had the typical features of a post-war society then, and it developed all features of a society of intervention. It was never really post-conflict, but it had a significant “Golden Hour” after thirty years of war. A Golden Hour is the period of immediate post-violence, when all partners are convinced that they can use a window of opportunity to build sustainable peace; spoilers are absent or invisible during such a Golden Hour. Don’t forget that, similar to Kosovo, there were large groups of returnees with profound knowledge of higher education worldwide who put their expectations into the reform of the system, while others had no expertise in universities, but looked for re-integration into the international community; and a third group of Afghans and their western counterparts had no idea about the role and importance of higher education at all. The dominance of the United States diplomacy and military during the first years of peace after 2001 brought a strong commitment of this nation for education, but higher education had been “delegated” to German leadership and few other countries’ engagement. Germany did some very good starting activities, based on intensive communication and exchange, however less on institution building and structural reform, least in fields that are politically sensitive and controversial. Key issues in this respect were tuition fees, post-graduate programs as competing with pre-undergraduate courses, entrance requirements and examination procedures. 

Together with a good colleague from DAAD, I was assigned to assist the first Minister of Higher Education after Bonn, Prof. Sharif Fayez, as senior international adviser.  A rare friendly and thematic cooperation developed. Our first and central endeavor was designing legislation,  and we succeeded in principle; however, President Karzai decided to postpone signing until the first parliamentary elections. This delay proved to be fatal for quickly and impactfully putting the entire system under the rule of law; until today, the legislative situation is unsatisfactory. The second key issue was the establishment of a rectors conference. I think I was rather successful in organizing and establishing the Afghan Rectors Conference (ARC), which took an astonishing momentum. Unfortunately, when Prof. Fayez was dismissed and followed by less engaged heads of office, the ARC and some other progress of the days of hope were renounced or watered down. Nevertheless, the development and accomplishments in Afghan higher education took a similar curve to that in Kosovo. 

Of course, there are enormous differences in the sheer quantities and socio-geographical challenges, and also are there significant cultural differences. But these differences do not hinder a solid comparison, by which we can find that certain structures of post-war higher education are comparable. Most impressive was the seed provided by Prof. Fayez in the area of academic integrity and values. In 2006, Fayez was awarded an honorary degree in my university, Oldenburg. In an exceptional speech, he addressed the academic audience
; he proved that Afghanistan was not an academic periphery or marginal to the centers of learning  – Afghan universities are either tightly bound into the global world of higher education or would remain totally outside. And Fayez made clear how difficult the relation with the “Dark Divided World of Extremism” would become; and he was right. A year later, he gave a very impressive lecture at the annual event of the Observatory of the Magna Charta in Bologna:  an Afghan ex-Minister teaching academic freedom without preaching. 

Today, more than ever, academic integrity is essential for the rebuilding of Afghan society. There is no doubt that the higher education system will play a prominent role, among other soft sectors, in the reconstruction of a country and the building of a strong, independent civil society. The poor progress made during the last years is at stake: tender democratization, increasing participation by the civil society, more political consciousness among women and rural people etc., are threatened to become reduced under the envisaged co-rule by Taliban and other insurgents; this is as dangerous as the invigorated conservative mindset of many of the “legal” peers in the new Afghan political system. There are two protective measures against a total downfall of the Afghan higher education system. One is the constant and visible attention of the international community of higher learning: organizations such as the Observatory or Scholars at Risk or Human Rights Watch can advise GOs and NGOs active in the international networking of Universities; (there are (too) many such organizations – IAU, IAUP, regional rectors conferences, associations of academic peers, or professional associations).  These human rights actors also can act directly by publicizing and creating awareness among policy-makers. The re-integration into international or global higher education policy must not be a “bait”, by which a certain “behavior” of the Afghan universities should be triggered. This integration can be conducted among equals, because the potential of Afghan academia is not smaller than the global average. And it is important to recognize that universities are structurally the same all over the world. The second measure, however, is critical: the Afghan system must – should – succeed in integrating the returnee experts. Because there is such a vast potential among the returnees, they should be invested in good employment opportunities, and, more important, in respected and influential positions. The second strategy requires a culture of mature conflict resolution, because it is at this interface where the battle for values will be fought. 

3.

A careful statement would urge the academic values, foremost being academic freedom, as universals. Their realization is far from universal and their implementation differs from system to system. Poor academic integrity is not a privilege of poor and violence-ridden countries. But these countries have more difficulties to acknowledge the critical importance of academic freedom and institutional autonomy for their own social reconstruction and development. While the global network of universities and other institutions of higher education produce a solid foundation for the development of such values and structures, the international political community is behind. Sustainable development of academic freedom and an incorruptible institutional system will need a correspondence between a societal, political and cultural “ethical basic consensus” and the respective implementation of this consensus in the higher education system. I want to call this consensus “republican”, as universities very often, and rightly, call themselves republics. In countries where war and poverty and violence have devastated all parts of society, we find very often young people who have, of course, never known what peace could mean and peaceful normalcy would mean to them and their families. Education in general, and teacher training in particular, will be the key issues for developing a sustainable civil society. It is up to the international partners in a society of intervention to play their part in this endeavor, as part of the society, not as outsiders. This may be the consoling perspective in a bleak environment. This environment is so violent and obviously much lacking in hope, because education had been neglected for too long, both by the local people and the international presence. 
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