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A Recent Conference on University-Based
Institutes of Advanced Studies (UBIAS)"

Kirill O. Thompson” :

During the past decade, the establishment of
UBIAS at prestigious research universities has
become a global trend, with more and more
research universities seeking to join the club.
Director Werner Frick of the Frieburg Institute for
Advanced Studies (FRIAS) took note of this trend
and came up with the idea of holding an
international conference of the leaders of every
such institute around the world in order to share
their experiences and learn from each other, and
on this basis to explore the "Promises, Challenges,

and New Frontiers" of these elite institutes.

Introduction

In the weeks before this conference, "University-
Based Institutes of Advanced Study in a Global
Perspective: Promises, Challenges, New Frontiers,"

I felt a little anxious and uneasy. Certainly, the

other participants would be on an exalted plane of
learning and seriousness—how could I meet the
occasion? How could I interact personally with
these eminent leaders from advanced institutes at
great universities, such as Stanford, Harvard
(Radcliffe), Sao Paulo, Trinity (Dublin), Cambridge,
London, Helsinki, Paris, Lyon, Zurich, Munich,
Waseda, Seoul and Fudan, to mention just a few?!
Fortunately, our team from IHS at NTU included
two brilliant and outgoing NTU faculty members:
IHS Associate Dean for Social Sciences, Professor
Chien-fu Lin, and Professor of Chinese Literature,
Chao-ying Chen. They gave me confidence.

Arrival in Freiburg

After a smooth non-stop flight from Taipei to
Frankfurt, Professor Lin and I rendezvoused with

Professor Chen at Frankfurt airport, and caught

+ The Conference on University-Based Institutes of Advanced Studies (UBIAS) was held at Albert-Ludwigs-Universitat in

Frieburg, Germany, Oct. 25-27, 2010.

* Professor, Department of Foreign Languages and Literatures, National Taiwan University; Associate Dean, Institute for
Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, National Taiwan University.
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the train to Freiburg. Just a couple of hours after
arrival, we joined a conference city tour. About
half of the conference participants joined this tour,
which commenced on a hillside overlooking the
Freiburg Cathedral and the old city. From that
very moment, I knew that the leaders from the
other institutes were friendly, thoughtful people
and that Freiburg—with its beauty, history, culture
and natural setting—would be an ideal place to
hold the conference. From the questions that the
visitors asked the tour guide as we climbed the
hillside, I sensed their sensitivity, their intelligence
and—most importantly—their youthful curiosity
and willingness to learn. Indeed, it is precisely this
attitude of openness and curiosity that should
characterize an institute for advanced study. In the
first hour of the tour, I already met Barbara
Cimatti from Bologna, Italy who comes to Taiwan
to teach occasionally, Michael O'Neil of Durham,
UK, a literary scholar and poet, Yungian Chen
from Nanjing who has been to our [HS, Doochul
Kim, a brilliant mathematical physicist from Seoul,
Hideaki Miyajima, an economist from Waseda,
Carsten Dose, a sociologist from Frieburg, and
finally Pedro Funari, an historical anthropologist
from Sao Paulo. They gave me the impression was
that this conference would be interesting and
animated by lively discussions!

After the tour, we rested briefly at the hotel
and then walked to FRIAS (Freiburg Institute for
Advanced Studies) to eat a light "pot luck" dinner
and enjoy several of the region's wonderful wines.
The food and drinks were arranged so that it was
easy for everyone to move around and speak with
different people. Moreover, the wine helped the
participants to overcome their shyness and open
up! I spoke with conference attendees I had met
on the tour, and I also had the pleasure to meet
Dapeng Cai, a theoretical economist from Nagoya,
Poul Holm, an environmental historian from
Trinity College in Dublin, Sami Pihlstrom, a

theoretical philosopher from Helsinki, and many
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others. 1 although these

participants represented a wide variety of fields,

appreciated that

they were well-read and conversant in other fields,
as well. Thus, I had no problems talking and
sharing ideas with specialists in economics,
physics and mechanics, as well as in literature,

history and philosophy.

During the conference, I gradually realized
that it was precisely this sort of cross-disciplinary
openness, communication and understanding that
are essential to having a flourishing advanced
institute, not only for harmony and cooperation,
but also for stimulating research creativity and
productivity. The participants mentioned time and
again that it was through the interdisciplinary
fertilization of ideas that important breakthroughs
were made. Scholars who stuck only to their own
familiar paths tended only to make small and

anticipated breakthroughs.

Again, Professor Werner Frick and his capable
staff at FRIAS conceived of and organized this
important conference on the rising phenomenon of
University-Based Institutes of Advanced Study
(UBIAS). After a series of internal discussions
and external surveys of other "university-based
institutes of advanced learning" (UBIAS), they
decided to focus the conference on the actual
formation, function, operation, funding—as well as
strengths and problems—of every one of the
UBIAS they could identify and contact around the
world. Indeed, everyone at the conference was
intrigued to learn about the rich diversity in form,
function, operation, funding, etc., of the various
UBIAS, in the contexts of their respective
universities, societies and countries. The
conference attendees learned a lot from the
respective strengths and problems described by

the other UBIAS leaders.

Day One
On October 25™, the first day of the conference,
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general issues of UBIAS were addressed.

Prof. Werner Frick himself and Dr. Karsten
Dose opened the morning session by presenting a
summary of the survey they sent to every UBIAS
in the world. They described the variety of forms,
programs, functions and operations of these UBIAS.
Frankly, they were surprised but delighted at the
wide range of UBIAS responses to their survey—
because this fact would encourage every UBIAS
leader to be more open-minded and creative when
thinking about his or her institute's structures,
procedures and operations. Our own arrangement
of programs at NTU IHS, including 1) large-scale
research programs, 2) other programs, such as the
visiting scholars program and the professors on
sabbatical leave program, and our 3) periodic
thematic conferences, etc., received praise from

the conference members.

Importantly, the keynote speaker Prof. Philip
G. Albach (Boston College) elaborated on, "The
Research University in the 21 Century: Perspectives,
Challenges, and Visions." A leading expert on the
concept of a research university, Prof. Albach
maintained that the key challenge of research
universities nowadays is to encourage faculty at
once to stay focused on quality teaching while at
the same time engaging in innovative research.
Significantly, he found that the UBIAS play a
vanguard role in charting the university's direction
of research. Increasingly, a research university
without UBIAS would be anarchic and blind
because a well-conceived UBIAS tends to guide
the way for building on the university's research
strengths

and opening pathways for cross-

departmental research work.

Prof. Albach argued that, at their best,
effective UBIAS really do lead the way for
university's other research programs to be well-
coordinated, sharp and cutting-edge. We from
NTU IHS were honored to join Professor Albach
for lunch one day in order to tell him about NTU's

rapid developments during the past six years and
to learn his core findings on the concept of a
research university. Also, we were delighted to
hear about his family's connection to Taiwan. His
son is an American trade negotiator. He was
excited to hear about NTU's IHS and said he was
eager to visit both IHS and NTU.

Next, Rector Prof. Hans-Joachim Schiewer
and Minister Prof. Peter Frankenberg spoke on
1) how UBIAS can foster excellent research and
2) international inter-UBIAS cooperation. They
underscored an important distinction that has
gotten lost in university education in recent
decades. That is, the distinction between "excellence
in research,” which is important in the humanities
and social sciences, and "achievement in research,"
which is important in the natural sciences.
Excellence in research is related to the traditional
university project of in-depth study, analysis and
comprehension. Excellence is demonstrated not
just in the 20 page journal article but also in notes,
monographs, books, academic correspondences,
dialogues, etc.

They also maintained the importance for
humanities studies to be liberated from scientific
research paradigms, for these inappropriate
paradigms are making humanities research become
shallow and somewhat misguided. It is important
to stress excellence over achievement in humanities
and social science research; for excellence is an
intrinsic value associated with culture and
appreciation while achievement is an instrumental

value associated with science and technology.

In Taiwan, it seems that humanities and
social science scholars need to reflect more on the
notion of humanities and to understand the
differences between research in the sciences and
in the humanities. Without this reflection and
understanding, the humanities scholars will be
unable to defend their distinctiveness and continue
to be enslaved by research paradigms from the
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sciences. Perhaps, National Taiwan University

should host an international conference on
humanities studies, education and research. (Much
has been written on this issue in recent years. A
highly influential example is Martha Nussbaum's
book Cultivating Humanity (Harvard University

Press, 1997).)

In the afternoon sessions, two basic types of
UBIAS were discussed: 1) UBIAS which embrace
the full range of academic disciplines (i.e.
humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, and
the professions), and 2) UBIAS which place
special emphasis on just humanities and social

sciences.

The older, larger UBIAS have traditions of
bringing scientists and humanists together, more
recently adding scholars from the professions,
such as law, as well. It is worthwhile to nurture
communications across the so-called cultural
divide between the sciences and humanities; but,
both sides must be intelligent and sensitive. Even
if the two sides have misgivings and distrust each
other at first, they will gradually start to interact
with and influence each other and even start to
look at their own disciplines in new ways. Prof.
Barry Smith of London University was eloquent
in describing the interdisciplinary intercourse at
his institute between, say, brain scientists and
philosophers, for gaining insights from each other
on brain activity and mental events. Patrick Dewilde
of Munich Technical University mentioned similar
interdisciplinary teamwork at his institute. Later
he graciously joined us for lunch, and while he is
the director of a technology institute, we discussed
issues in philosophy, creativity and cross-
disciplinary approaches. Since the conference, we

have also exchanged reading lists and some

articles. This was an unexpectedly fruitful meeting.

Time and again during the conference,
UBIAS leaders stressed the value of having an

artist or writer join the institute for a limited
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period. They found that writers and artists offer
creative ways to portray the thoughts, discussions
and works of the academic fellows at the institutes.
More importantly, they stir academics to view
their core issues in new lights and think in new
ways. | believe it would be beneficial to invite
local writers or artists to stay at NTU IHS for
short periods, to interact with our fellows and
program participants. These writers and artists
would compose works that express their feelings
about their interactions with the scholars as well
as explore the wider implications for society,
nature and world. Such artists and writers must
have ample intellectual curiosity so they could
meet their academic colleagues halfway.

In the second afternoon session, speakers on
the panel on Institutes of Humanities and Social
Sciences described their institutes in ways that
seemed very similar to IHS at NTU. They tended
to be lacking in resources and facilities. Prof.
Goldhill

classicists from different disciplines to examine core

Simon stressed  bringing together
problems of ancient Greek language, culture and
society. By cracking their paradigms together,
they sometimes produced intellectual
breakthroughs. Goldhill's approach struck me as
very well suited to provoking new discoveries and
intellectual breakthroughs. Prof. Zhenglai Deng
had the idea of rewriting disciplines, such as
sociology, in light of new phenomena in
nonwestern societies, such as China, in the 21%
of Stanford

Humanities Center said that his program was

century. Prof. Aron Rodrigue

focused on humanities and stressed supporting the
in-depth projects of a few fellows. Prof. Pedro
Paulo A. Funari described his institute at Campinas
in Sao Paulo, Brazil, as richly interdisciplinary
with much interaction between social scientists
and humanists and a strong commitment to the
environment and preserving aboriginal cultures.
Several leaders of the Campinas institute are very
interested in Taiwan and China, and Prof. Funari
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will set up communication channels between his
institute and our institute. In private discussion,
Professor Funari also told me about his findings in
historical archaeology, an entirely new field to

me—it was really an eye-opener.

Day Two

On the second day, the Conference focused
on several key issues for UBIAS: 1) degrees of
autonomy and dependence within their university
frameworks, 2) ways to advance knowledge and
foster research achievement, and 3) focus on
natural and technical sciences.

Regarding autonomy and dependence, Prof.
Judith Vichniac of the Radcliffe IAS at Harvard
said her institute was governed solely by its board
of directors. So, the university had no direct
oversight. At the same time, university departments
could recommend scholars to be institute fellows
so they could observe them to decide if they
would retain them as faculty in the future. (This
usage seemed to be a little too utilitarian and to
detract from the UBIAS basic purpose of
supporting advanced research by senior scholars.)
I described the situation at NTU under which our
IHS large-scale project proposals are reviewed by
scholars selected by the NTU R&D Office, and
the Dean must present an annual report to MOE
officials at a meeting set up by the R&D Office.

Regarding UBIAS funding, the speakers Prof.
Rapp from Munich and Prof. Geyer from
Stellenbosch described a situation that was quite
similar to ours at NTU. Their funding comes from
the national excellence plan, just as our money
comes from the "Aspire for the Top University
Program" of Taiwan's Ministry of Education
(MOE).

As to advancing knowledge and fostering
creativity, Profs. Cai (Nagoya), Mukherjee (New
Dehli),
(Gottingden) all mentioned trying a wide variety

Maillard (Strasbourg) and Hunniger

of ways to bring scholars from different
disciplines together to work on common themes
or problems. This effort could be undertaken by
arranging team projects or it could be through
research fellows sharing the problematic areas in

their own research with each other.

Actually, creative research team building is
exciting because recent creativity research shows
that the most effective creativity tends to take
place in a collaborative process. Still, the institute
leaders need to find the right mixes of people to
realize the most creative potential. I have
undertaken some research on creativity, and
shared ideas with Director Werner Frick, who
wants to hold a conference on how UBIAS can
foster creativity in excellent research, as well as
with Prof. Gerd Folkers of the Zurich Technical
Institute and Patrick Dewolfe of the Technical

University at Munich.

In the evening, we had a splendid dinner in a
remodeled ancient barn in a nearby town. First,
we were serenaded by a trio of baroque musicians
and then were given a feast of traditional foods.
For this dinner, we were assigned seats with
people we had not met. 1 had the pleasure of
sitting with Maria Soukkio, a professor of Spanish
studies from Helsinki, Dr. Felix Streiter of
Stiftung Mercator in Essen, and Gilles Block,
Secretary General of MISHA in Strasbourg. I was
amazed to find out that Dr. Streiter, a charming
gentleman, represents a foundation that funds
joint NTU IHS projects on intercultural humanism
with the German institute in Essen. Mr. Bloch was
a humble and disarming person. Professor Soukkio
was a fascinating person who shared many insights
into Finland's cultures and languages. Coming
from a Norwegian-American community in Minnesota,
I found it extremely interesting to explore the
similarities and  differences between our
experiences of growing up in our respective
cultures. I felt a certain closeness with all three of
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the delegates from Finland. We have had some
interesting correspondence since the conference.

Day Three

On the third day, October 27, the conference
sessions explored several basic issues: 1) fostering
UBIAS interdisciplinarity, 2) funding UBIAS, 3)
inter-UBIAS cooperation, and 4) the future.

Regarding interdisciplinarity, Profs. Davy
(Bielefeld), White (Perth), Folkers (Zurick) and
Mukherjee (New Dehli) all spoke on the need to seek
interdisciplinary or cross-disciplinary cooperation
on key issues. They mentioned the stages of
understanding when both sides have to learn each
other's paradigms and special terminologies. They
also mentioned that sometimes it does not work
but often it does. They all underscored that it is
very important to select scholars who are
relatively open and communicative. The relatively
narrow, stubborn scholars cause misunderstandings
and wastage of resources, and should not be chosen

for these projects.

Regarding budgets, Profs. Philstrom (Helsinki),
Ades (Sao Paulo) and Holm (Dublin) all discussed
the potential sources of funding in their home
countries. Their core support comes from the
university or national ministry of education. Holm
mentioned fundraising in the community, but said
that such efforts were not so well developed in
Ireland as in the USA. The key problem is that no
tax break is offered for academic donations in the
EU, while in the USA the tax breaks make such
donations attractive.

Regarding inter-UBIAS cooperation, Profs.
Bouin (Lyon), Newell (Vancouver) and Chen
(Nanjing) all discussed their experiences in
cooperation. Mainly, the problem is for UBIAS
offices to keep in touch and to know about each
other's programs. Then, they could identify areas
in which they could cooperate fruitfully. One

speaker mentioned that once when his institute
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was planning a certain research project, they
found out that researchers at another institute had
examined the same topic several years earlier.
Fortunately, his institute was going to take an
entirely different approach, though they still could
results for

draw upon the other institute's

reference.

Finally, regarding the future, Prof. Werner
Frick hosted an open discussion on "where to go
from here." First, he expressed his joy that the
conference had been so rich and the discussions
and dialogues so beneficial. He said we all had
learned so much from each other. So, the first
motion was to hold another conference in 2012,
perhaps at Fudan University in Shanghai, China.
A steering committee with representatives from
every region and continent was set up to work out
the planning for the conference and to start to
organize a UBIAS association. Prof. Frick had
earlier mentioned a conference on fostering
creativity in excellent research, but he did not try
to limit the next conference to that topic.

That evening we again met at FRIAS for "pot
luck" food and wonderful local wines and beers.
This time the room was filled with the joy of
comradeship after the three days spent working
together. Also, there was a slight mood of
melancholy because this grand conference was
drawing to a close. During the final "mixer," I
enjoyed speaking again with Pedro from Sao
Paulo, Christina from Duke, Cesar from Sao
Paulo, Aron from Stanford, Dapeng from Nagoya,
Yungiao from Nanjing, Doochul from Seoul,
Terri-Ann  from Perth,
Barbara from Bologna, and Poul from Dublin.
Poul told me that his institute would hold a
meeting of advanced studies humanities institutes
in the EU in February 2011.

Kumi from Waseda,

On the day after the conference, we were
treated to a tour to the ancient town of Colmar

nearby in France. Colmar was magnificent and we
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had an excellent guide who explained the sites
with enthusiasm and in detail. Here we also ate
traditional food—everyone from Taiwan insisted
on eating German pig's knuckles! During this tour,
I had the opportunity to speak with some of the
FRIAS office staff members, such as Alexis
Heede, Carolin Obermann and Anna Estel. Not
only had they been polite, friendly and efficient
throughout the conference; they were highly-
educated, intelligent people of wide-ranging
interests. For example, I found myself speaking of
ancient Greek and Chinese philosophy with Alexis
and psychological theory and practice with
Carolin!

Indeed, the richness of the discussions at this
conference was almost intoxicating. [ really
appreciated the cross-disciplinary openness, interest
and communication. Certainly, we at universities
in Taiwan need to find ways to nurture this sort of
cross-disciplinary intercourse which is so mutually
enriching.

Concluding Reflections

In conclusion, this was a very open and
friendly conference, and IHS Associate Dean Lin,
Professor Chen and I had many, many conversations
with the other conference attendees from the USA,
Canada, Brazil, Japan, China, India, South Korea,
the UK,
Switzerland, Germany, etc. The FRIAS hosts were

Australia, Ireland, Finland, France,
wonderful and their conference support team was
superb.

This conference gave us good ideas for
strengthening our research programs and visiting
scholar programs. Importantly, we now appreciate
more vividly that the presence of IHS on NTU
campus represents NTU's strong commitment to
human civilization and to human values and
concerns. Indeed, NTU's IHS is a platform for
noble and high level communication among

humanities and social science scholars from

around the world. Importantly, [HS contributes to
NTU's image as a world-class university.

It is noteworthy that the entire National Taiwan
University delegation from IHS—Associate Dean
Chien-fu Jeff Lin, Professor Chao-ying Chen and
myself (Associate Dean Kirill Thompson)—were
all very well received at the conference. We all
had many conversations, made many new friends,
and laid the groundwork for future institutional
cooperation. Moreover, the conference attendees
from the other countries were very interested in
our institute's approach of designing large-scale
research programs that build on our university's
strengths with a regional focus under the East
Asian umbrella. They saw this as an efficient way
to harness university resources for productive

research efforts.

Finally, as mentioned, Poul Holm, the
Academic Director of "Trinity Long Room Hub,"
at Trinity College, Dublin will host a conference
of European Union UBIAS devoted to the
Humanities in late February. On the basis of our
conversations, he orally invited NTU IHS to send
a representative to his conference in order to give
a talk to introduce NTU IHS and humanities
studies in Taiwan. This opportunity will certainly

boost the profile of NTU's IHS on the world stage.
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