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C,N JNOWLEDGE BREED VIRTUE?

by

FROF. MADYA VANCE HALL

ABSTR/CT

This poper examines one of the fundamental assumptions under-
lying many education policies, particularly in developing countries with
strong national (or other) ideologies. This assumption was formulated
especially impressively by two of the Classical Greek philosophers -
Socrates and Plato - and it is therefore referred to in this paper as
The Socratic Frinciples

This principle is examined in 2 number of secular and religious
forms and we then sce how it is entailed in Malaysia's Naticnal Education
Policy. We ask a musber of questions about the validity and implementation
of the Principle as well as a number of more general question about the e
inculcation of society.'s values during formal educatione

4

This peper dses not align itself with the critiques made by
The Deschoolerse But it does attempt to raise some fundamental questions
concerning the possibility and methcdology of Schooling Societye.




CAN KNOWLEDGE BREED VIRTUE?
A PHILOSOPHIC. I DISCUSSION, WITH PARTICUL/R
REFERENCE TO THE N..TION/L, EDUCATION POLICY OF ML.¥ST. -

by

PROFe MiADYA VANCE HalL

In this paper I shall be locking, primarily as a philosopher, at
one common conception in the education policies of many developing nationse
This conception has been expressed in a variety of ways, most originally
and systematically (in my opini on) by two of the ancient Greek phllosophers,
Plato and Socratese For this reason, I shall refer to it as 'The Socratic 28
Principle's In calling it this, I T should add that I am not implying that
Socrates was the first téo expoundiit. Nor am I suggesting that it is a
pPeculiarly Creck, or even an essentially secular, tradition. Indeed, I
shall be looking at two non-Greek and religious forms in which it is held
today - the Buddhist ond Islamic forms — in addition to its secular

Socratic forme

This principle, about which I wish to raise a numbc.r of formal
and practical questions, can be put most simple as follows~ That

5 Knowledge is a Virtue, and that Knowledge breeds Virtue. What this implies
[ inter alia is that: - If a person is given the right understanding of
3 things, if he/she is shown how things really are in some more—cr-less
accurate and objective sense, then that person will be able to discern
: The Good and will wich to act accordingly. In a moment I shall describe
| the extreme form in which Socrates and Plato taught and tried to implement
E this principle. But first let me describe an incident ghowing it being
{ adhered to todaye

Recently, a prominent public figure in Malaysia was put on trial
for murder. One of the comments that I heard on several occasions went
Something as followsi= -"I- cannot see why he did such an evil thinge
ifter all, he is an educated men and he should have known better.! We can
all agree, I think, that this comment is based on the assumption that
knowledge or education (which we often distinguish from each other) of
e
well educated is or should be aynonymous with being 'good'e It is this
assumption - and I shall insist that it is only an assumption - that I wish
to examine, I am intercsted in it from a formal point of view, i.c., as
3 philosopher examining the cogency of an argumente

themselves somehow can make a person better in a moral sense, that being
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But I shall try too to make it relevont +o educational practice

by discussing Malaysia's National Education Policy, '

I hope that whatever I say will not be construed as being
intentionally and negatively criticaliof Malaysian education in particular,
I could easily have chosen another country. I choose Malaysia because of
the location of this conferencc and because education Ootcupies a position

€ and ideoclogy of Malaysiae
the mid-1970s education was

IT: The Classical Greek concepticn,

Budchist and'z§lamic conceot%pns.

One of the most remarkable men of the Classjc

Sccrates, who 1i
century B.C. among the things that he ta
Knowledge is a Virtue and that pe

| | 3l Greek civilization
was the social and moral philosopher, ved in the sin

of ignorance, &

one can teach people the right Principles,
such as natural science, then they will be
impelled to act accordingly, Or, in other

Truth and Goodness and they will act accor
.

words, teach People what ig

dingly,

: to be Socrates! ideas in a number of written

very large work called The Republic, The EEEub i
influential secular works in the emergenc

e o
world-views - namely Christianity ang Islam quently no
exaggeration to say that onertg understanding S educational
theories in the West sng within Islap can be one first seos
what Plato said in his 532321355 For P;ato, the Ultimate goal of ail
education was the implementation of The Go For him, the realization
of The Good within the individual apg Gspecially Within Society was the

» @ numbep of difficulties

summit of educction, But, as Plato admitted

must stand in the way of
Good Is? .ind secondly,



Sa g |

Vance Hall ST

To both of these difficulties Plato responded optimistically and,
as /wistotle pointed out, rcmorkable naively. Most people who believe in
The Socratic Principle today handle these difficulties at least as
cptimistically and naively as Plato did.

T have bcen using a phrase, namely 'The Goed', which is familiar
to philesophers but probably sounds rather aloof to non-philosopherse 'hat
did Plato cnvisage by it? In practical terms (and we should realize that
Flato's Republic was intended as a practicable social and pelitical
progranme) it meant the apprehension of some rational unified conception -
of the social aim and human well-being, and the consistent relating of all
particular beliefs ond measures to that ideal, a thing which could be
achieved by only those with the highest intelligence and education.
(Barrow, 1976, pe26e) For Plato then, and probably too for Socrates,
education was the means for constructing the good societye

If we ask curselves what is the most original and influential part
of the Socrotic and Platonic legacy in education today it must be the idea
that education is @ normative thing, i.e., that ecducation enshrines and
implements social voluese In the words cf one medern Westcrn philosopher
of education, teducation implies that something worthwhile is being, or has
been, intentionally transmitted in a morally accepteble manner.' (Peters,
1966, pe25.) Virtually everyone would agrece with this todaye It lies at the
root of the distinction frequently made between mere knowledge on the one

hand and cducation proper on the otheres

Yet the view that knowledge-by-itself contains some sort of
dynamic-for-good persistse It persists. It persists in secular and in
religious formse I want to look briefly at one religious form in which it
stands out in bold relicf - namely, in Buddhism; and at another religiocus
form in which it is less boldly held or, rather, in which it is modified by
a particular conception of Man - namely, in Islame Both of these forms arc
of course relevant to the Malaysian context and to many areas in The Third
Weorld.

iccording to the Buddha, the root-causes of unhappiness and evil
in this world arc ignorance of things-in-themselves and one's craving for
those things which bring gratification of the scnseses The Good is to be
sought primarily through knowledge, through seeing things in their most

fundamental and purest forme . - ..U Bty
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To quote from a Buddhist contribution at an international
UNESCO conference on iHumanism and Education in East and West', 'Buddhism
studies nature, the principles governing the make-up and course of specific,
concrete facts.' It has its own cosmology and philosophy of nature,
although these are not its main concern. It is concerned with this world
as a given fact, with its manifold of things and relations. But it does
not stop theree. It wants to get a picture of reality, if only in order to
see the ultimates beyond or deep within the worlde It does not seeck
knowledge for its own sake but for the attainment of the Good. The Good
is not to be found in particular events of nature's course, in the momente—
to-moment happenings of life. Nor is it to be found by reorganizing the
world with all its cémplexity, in remoulding human society or in réforming
the State. The Good is to be attained by the realization of ultimate truth,
by the understanding of ithings as they are'. (Malalaseke:a GoPe, 'The
Buddhist point of view!, in UNESCO, 1953, pp.135-6.) To anyone who knows
his Flato, there is much that is familiar in this (as well as much which is
alien). Clearly, in the Buddhist world-view, Knowledge—ln-ltself posscsses
a dynamic-for-good. Certainly, it is held to be a virtue-ln—ltself, indeed

the cardinal virtuee

_If we lock at Islam, a similar basic sentiment is found although
it is considerably modified by 2 more formal theological and a more detailed
historical frameworke Defore giving my understanding of it, however, I must
here admit%@hat I do not intend, nor am I qualified, to give a definitive
Islamic conception of Knowledge or of educatione I am not qualified for a
least one reason, namely my lack of acquaintanceship with Arabic - and more
importantly Quraric - philology. And this philology is an intricate field
of discourses For instance, in the Muslim world today there are at lecst
three widely used terms denoting education, ngmely al=ta'lim ( 4r\l:13l B
al-tarbiyah ( <./ t )y and al-ma‘arif ¢ < \«¥), and each of these )
carries its own historicol and philosophical overtones and nuances that I

am uncble properly to appreciate, not being an Islamic scholars I should
add that these three terms are not all acceptable to all Muslim thinkers
on education and that clternatives even to these three terms are advocoteds
For instonce, one scholar (incidentally, a Malaysian) advocates term
ta'dib ( C«*’JLJ ), which he believes to possess a firmer cul tural

Quranic basise (al-ittas, 1980),

and
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With this substantial rescrvaticn on my part, I shall now say
how T understand the Islamic conception of, and attitude towards, Knowledgce
In Islam, the purpose of seeking Knowledge is ultimately to perceive and
submit to the Will of Allazh, Glorious and Most Exalteds On the
individualistic lcvel, it might be said to be the attainment of that

combination of right understanding and right action which has been

manifested most highly in this world in the person of the Holy Prophete
In this sense, a goal of education in Islam is to proouce good men and
women as individuals, to produce men and women of adab ( t—v/“ Je In
saying this - that the goal of education in Islam is an individualistic
one - I am not, of course, saying that it is tindividualistic' in the
liberal Western usage of this word. Nor am I neglectful of the substantial
debate which long hos existed within Islam itself concerning the weighting
of the individual vis-a-vis society. Insofar as I can understand what

most (but by no means all) liuslims conclude upon this issue today, it is
that insofar as each individual is an integral component of the Umma :
( ét/: ) or of the community-on-carth of Allah, Most Glorious and Mos tﬁ;
Exalted, the individual must subordinate his necds and desires to those
 of the communitye. And among those needs and desires are the goals and

criteria of Knowledge and educétion.

Universiti Malaya

In Islam, knowledge-in-itself is a virtue and is necessarily

o
F‘erpuslaknr-s U»nidang- Un

conducive to virtuous action only when such knowledge is sought and fram
within other forms of knowledges One such other form, which I have
mentioned already, is adab ( ijiﬁ ) which might be translated as
knowledge of the purnose of secking knowledge and which might be put most
succinctly as the rccognition of the proper order of thingse In somewhat
different words, within Islom Knowledge is a virtue end is a principal
vehicle for The Cood becouse, properly spesking, the 'content' of what we
learn is inseparable from the 'purpose' of learning it. In the words of
an eminent Malaysion scholar at a recent conference on 'Islam and
Technology! the ultimate purpcse of education 'is to recognize the Divine
Will as the driving force of all physical laws of noture, which are
manifestations of the Divine presente, Allah the Almighty, the Absolutece
In Islam, knowledge is neither pursued for knowledge-sake, nor merely for
the satisfaction of thc insatiable human needs. Knowledge is to have a
higher purpose, leading ultimately to the recognition of Allah and
submitting onesclf to His 11ill as His servant ond Khalifah on earthe

"The most piocus arc the most lcarned”. (Suhaimi, 1983, p.4.)
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The last phrasc we can, I think, legitimately expand as 'The
most pious and thercfore the most good are theose who ere the most learncd?
and in this form it encepsuletes the Islamic form of The Socratic Principlee
With'this as background, we can begin to comprehend the point and +he power
of the modern movement in Islam towards the 'Islamizaticn of Knowledge!, a
movement whose philoscophical and cultural basis lamentably few non-lMuslim

- commentators anc scholars have tried to appreciate. (The ‘Islamization of
Knowledge' is the title of a rccent work by one of the most eminent Muslim
philosophers of eduéation; see¢ al-Farugi, 1982, I am unaware of *‘he actual
origins of the phrase itself.)

III. Today's Malaysian contexte

It might be expected that what has so far becn said, particularly
on the principal lcgacy of Socrates and Plato for educaticn-theory and on

the Islamic perspective, should have some bearing on the Malaysian contcxta

Before examining the extent to which this is so, allow me to mention another

incident in Malaysien public life which shows The Socrztic Principle ~live
and well. Earlier this year, a popular and devout Muslim was @ppointed to

a key ideological position in the Government. Shortly after his appointment,
~ he made a speech in which he made a comment whose gist was that university
graduates. are mcre valuable members of society than farmers and fishermen
because, being better educated, they must be more anxious and better able
to bring about a good socicty. ('What kind of students we need?, New
Straits Times, June 5, 1983, p.6) Obvicusly, this comment entails a major

\ o3 . = 2 I~ '3 ! 3
assumption concerning the social efficacy of educatione.

Such an assumption lies at the basis of Malaysia's Nationol

Education Policys We can best see this if we try to identify the main ends

that have been, and continue to be,
used to achieve those ends. The main ends arc:-

of this policy and some of the means

i) The attainment of a sense of naticnhood and of political t

integrations In other words, the construction of a
Malaysian nation out of the diverse

elements of race,
language,

culture and religion = a Purpose explicitly
out in the Education ict,

set
1961 (ana elsewhere),
Hussein Onn, the then Prime Ministcy, put it s

'All aspects of the government's

As Doatuk

tnevhat lotor:-

ol s o

Pelicy are geared towards
the achievement of national unity.

B e e
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All projects (including education) are meaningless if the people
are not uniteds' (Reply of the P.M., at the Dewan Rakyat,
7 April, 1976.) a3

S

A

i) ’ The construction of a just and stable society based upon the five |
beliefs and five principles in the Rukenegara.-{National. Ideology)
which is instilled into all students at every level of educatione

W ST PR p————

- 1ii) "The provision of sufficient social mobility for the attainment

of a mcre equitable distrnibution of wealth and powers

There are, as one might expect, other ends to the National

.Educatiop Policy; but these three are, in my opinion, the most fundamental .

and the least negotiables (Chai Hon-Chan, 1977; Wong, 1977; and Second
Malaysia Plan, 1971-1975 and Third Malsysia Plan, 1976-1980,)

It must be clear that any education policy which is so ambitious .

Presupposes that the provision of knowledge, and especially of a right type
of knowledge within a suiteble context, carries with itself two sorts of

dynamic - a dynamic-for=good and a dynamic-for-change. It also presupposes

that the men and women who emerge from the education-process are so deeply

Socialized into the values of society, as expressed in Malaysia's case in

the Rukune ara, that they will of necessity enter society as agents for fhe . .
Amplementation of those values.

" What means have been employed to bring about these ends and I

have mentioned? Many means have been tried in Malaysia, amongst which one

8hould mention - the inculcation of society's official values at all IEVgL«'

of Schooling, for example by way cf the Rukunegara; the alignment and re-
alignment of syllabuses so as to be better adapted to the national ideaclogy

and the social values (Dony, 'Curriculym issnes', in Wong, 1977, espe ppe3l=

36.)3 and thirdly, the provision of Islamic teaching in all government

Schools coupled with the provision of an Islamic Religious Department as

ONe of the fifteen structural components of the Ministry of Education, with
- its own Director. Here, I wish to say just a little more about the

BEEPnegara. It is a statement of the five guiding principles for the

Shtire nation, and it is cast almost entirely in moral terms as follows:i-

. . Re s
LI, TP T o <00 < 0 o S~ () Wty Sl i S SR
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Faith in God
Respect for King and Country

Resgpect For the Rule of Law

Upholding of the Constitution

Morals and Good Behaviour. (Malaysia, Rukunegara, Kualz Lumpufy

1970.)

It also cntnils five rather more secular beliefs: - a united

nation, a democratic socicty, a just society, = liberal socicty, and a

progressive socictye Onc could hardly find - nmore

declaration of the ultimate geal of e

Succinct yet sweeping
ducaticn and of a society's ideals,

The strength of the Malaysian Government's committment to this

ideoclogy and of its belief in the Schooling of Society is
and often direct wayé in which these values are PUt.aCross at all lovels of
schooling. There can be no doubt that Malaysia is BRI tb ﬁéve.a =
tion is regarded as the key vehicle for

reaching this cnde But we might ask how cffec

shown by thc many

society and that formal educa

tive this all is. There are
a number of reasons for boing anxious about its effectivencss,

‘ : The first is
that in all societics an educ:

‘ted man does not necessarily tuh out a goed
and that providing him with a view of The True and The Good is no
guarantee that he will ‘ry to attain them,

citizen

In other words, the Socrotic
Principle is not borne ocut by history, Secondly, there is a well-known -
feature of the human personality, whereby it is often more effective to
inculcate ideas and values indirectly than directly. For instance, there is
substantial evidence thot in the long run People possess a deeper moral
%Y a adi i
sense "through the rc ding of good.fggsggg than through the provision of
- ethics~-instruction during the formal schooling process (Wilson et al
° “ley
1967; Wilson, 1973; Beck ot al., 1974,) Thirdly, =g every educationlist
S

the content of a syllabus can be of trivia

must Know yet too few curriculum ‘planner and teachers appear to realize
C ?

1 importance compared with two

a curriculum has been designed
ate and a

€t upon its goals and

other things - renely, the degree to which
(as opposed to thrown together) to incorpor

values, and the quality of the teaching,

are at reast four fundamental questions th
curriculum is being des

Taking the first of these, there
whenever a

be found ancw
every time:- : :

i) What educational Purposes should

broadly the institution within wh
operate, seek 4o attain?

the curriculum,
i

and more
h the curriculum is to
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ii) What educotional experiences could be provided to help akttain

these purposes?

iii) How might these educational experiences be effectively

orgaonized?
iv) How can one assess whether these purposes are being attoined?
v) Who are the students? What are they capable of doing, and what

are their needs? (For the first four of these questions, sec Don,
in Wong, 1977, ppe 40-41)

Having read nyself into the literature on education in Malaysia
and having secen for myself some aspects of this education, I am not
convinced that these cquestions have 5een asked sufficiently seriously or
often, let alone answereds’ Yet they must surely be tiken serioulsly given
two facts - nemely, the ambitiousness of Malaysia's National Education
Policy and the plural nature of Malaysian societye According to one of the
leading figures in Malaysian Curriculum Development, the general failure
to ask these questions ot 211 levels of Malaysian cducation has resulted
in Maleysian education nov possessing varicus features which are beund
to interfore with, cnd perhaps even arrest, the inculcation of society's
values and the production of proper citizens. (Don, in Vong, 1977; and
elsewhere). To cite, for instance, the conclusions of the Cabinet Committec
appointed in September 1974 to review the implementation of the National
Education Policy, the Secondary School Curriculum (which I single out since
this is probably the most crucial level in schooling for the instillotion
of social valucs) was too academic, lacking in balance for all-round growth,
too rigidly compartmentalized, toc narrowly gearcd towards examinations to
allow for the development of higher knowledge or of proper understanding, -
and too narrow ic allow for the development of attitudes, skills and values
appropriate for adulthoods (Draft Report of Werking Group B, Cabinet
Review Committee, Ministry of Education, 1975jcited in Don.) The cormittee
reached similarly alarming conclusions sbout the quality of teaching. The
significance of these conclusions for what I am saying in this paper is
Simply this:= Thot the effectiveness of a nationcl education policy @s @
tool for the constrﬁbtignlof a partiéular type of society depends critically
Upon the carc with vhich that tcol has been made and wpon the skillfulness =
we might even call iii;é;;fts-manshipt-- of the pecple who use the tool,
in this cnse the teacherse In cther words, the Sucratic Principle PUL Gl
Simple is untruce
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11;; many ways, it seems . ko me, Malaysia's educaticn programmé
already pussesses scnc uf the major flaws that cne finds in The Developed:
Worlde (The”‘curren’c 3-R's pregramme is precisely the type cf programme
had to be 1aunchc'c1 o few years ago in Britcin when pecple woke up to the i
fact that basic skills wcre being neglected through excessive enthusiash ‘I

over new methods, new gadgets and new curricula.) Perhops this is the P "‘

* fact, coupled with the ;oct that the Naticnal Education Policy rosts upoﬂ'
a total commitment to The Socratic Principle which is at best an assumpti ,‘
and which is most likely untrue, makes me wonder whether Malaysial's |
incredibly high cxpectaticns of education as the primary vehicle for S0CH
change end the attainment cf the ideal society are realistice Futtlng {“_ .'l
ancther way, is the cost=effectiveness of Malaysia's National Education '
Policy with respect to its national ideals as high as it should be in (rd‘
to justify its enormous expenditure on education? I, of course, am in ﬂ" 1
position to answer this questicn for it is, 'in the last rescrt, 2 questi ‘
for only Malaysian to onswers It is, moreover, ultimately a political '
questiocn so its answer depgnds upon pcl:.tic::l rricrities, ‘But I do bell
it is worth asking, like so many other questicns concerning educatione i
this paper, I have of course been concerned primarily with another ques ,, ‘u‘.
namely: Is Knowledge 2 virtue, and dces it breed virtue? Or, is The
‘Socratic Principle valid?

Allow me 2 £inal anecdote, Recéntly, I asked an intelligentv.
20 year old who had rc_ceived 2 good state educntion up tp the age of .
“dixteen to tell me the basic principles of the Rukunegora . He was o
,prqpe;‘ly,,to do-80a". Wh:t type of citizen will he turn cut to be?
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