Martin Kanovsky — Schopni a neschopni v akademickej obhlasti
/ The Competent and the Incompetent in the Academic Sphere

Pévodne som sa vobec nemienil zapojit do
tejto debaty. Diskusie tohto druhu maju az
prili§ asto sklon koncit patetickymi vylevmi ale-
bo prazdnym radikalizmom. Pri¢inou je to, Ze au-
tori sa zameraju na velmi vS§eobecné tvahy,a po-
tom nemézu inak nez davat k lepSiemu povrch-
né nazory.

Z mojej strany sa zameriam iba na jedind ob-
last, a to na td, v ktorej sa pohybujem -- akade-
mickl oblast.V tejto oblasti problém miladej ge-
neracie skutocne nie je ani najnaliehavejsim, do-
konca ani podstatnym problémom -- napriek
zdaniu. Hlavna deliaca ciara v tejto oblasti (rov-
nako ako v inych oblastiach) nevedie medzi star-
Sou generaciou a mladSou generaciou, ale medzi
schopnymi a neschopnymi (jemnejSie povedané,
medzi priaznivcami statu quo a priaznivcami zme-
ny). Niekto by sice mohol tvrdit na zaklade Sta-
tistickych (vah, Ze kategdria schopnych splyva
s mladou generaciou a kategdria neschopnych
s tou starSou. Nie je to viak celkom pravda -- to,
¢o ma po roku 1989 najviac prekvapilo, bola
rychlost, s akou si mnohi prislusnici mojej gene-
racie (mladSej generacie -- som rocnik 1970)
osvojili stratégie neschopnych a ich akademicka
produkcia a vykony v porovnani s ich vlastnymi
p&vodnymi zamermi st mizivé.

Slovenska (a vlastne cela postkomunisticka)
akademicka oblast ma svoje vyrazné Specifika.
Prvym Specifikom je absencia akychkolvek real-
nych kritérii vykonnosti. Samozrejme, da sa vy-
kazat (a aj sa kazdorocne vykazuje) publikacna
ginnost, ucast na konferenciach atd. Vyvodenie
dbsledkov pre badatela je vSak nulové.Veduici ka-
tedry, dokonca ani dekan nema nijaké pravomo-
ci, aby mohol sankcionovat zamestnanca akade-
mickej institucie, ked nepublikuje -- ¢o je uplny
vysmech zdravého rozumu. Nie vynimkou, ale
pravidlom su Styridsat az patdesiatrocni asisten-
ti, dokonca aj bez vedeckej hodnosti.A ak sa nie-
kto pousiluje a stane sa docentom, je doslovne
zabetdnovany a ni¢ okrem vlastnej véle ho ne-
prinuti k odchodu.

At first, | did not intend to enter this dis-
cussion at all. Too often, discussions of this
type tend to end up in pathetic outpourings or
empty radicalism and, usually, this is due to the
fact that authors engage themselves in very ge-
neral reflections and subsequently cannot help
but give subjective and superficial accounts.

| therefore choose to focus upon an aspect
of the issue that | myself am confronting: the
shortcomings of our universities.

Although it might often seem so, the prob-
lem of inter-generational relations is not the
most urgent issue facing our academic life, nor
is it even of significant importance. The major
dividing line in this sphere -- as in other spher-
es of human activity - does not separate the
older generation from the younger but compe-
tent scholars from incompetent ones. Or, to
put it a bit more mildly, the problem is betwe-
en the proponents of the status quo and the
advocates of change. On the basis of current
statistical data, one might be tempted to argue
that the category of “competent scholar over-
laps with the “young generation* and “incom-
petent scholar” with the “older generation*.
However, this reading is both simplistic and un-
true.What has surprised me the most since the
changes of 1989 is the speed with which some
members of my own generation (| was born in
1970) adopted the strategies of the incompe-
tent. Today, their academic production and per-
formance is truly miserable in comparison to
both their own initial aspirations and to trans-
nationally accepted standards.

The Slovak academic community -- like that
of the larger post-Communist region -- has its
specific traits. The first is the absence of any
meaningful performance criteria whatsoever.
Of course, one could easily follow the long-es-
tablished criteria of the larger academic world
and demonstrate annual publication activity,
conference participation, and so on. And, in-
deed, such indicators are being used. However,
whether or not one performs well by these
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Druhym Specifikom je, Ze prave docenti a
profesori maji majoritu v akademickych sena-
toch, a kedZe akademicka samosprava je takmer
absolutna, ovladaju (okrem prisunu financii) viet-
ky aspekty akademického Zivota. Ich hlavnou
stratégiou je nivelizacia -- udrZovat fakultu aj
vsetkych jednotlivcov v priemere. Tato spolo¢na
stratégia neschopnych s minimalnym usilim vedie
k zakonzervovaniu beznadejného stavu naSich
vzdelavacich institucii. Pre nich vSak situacia ani
zdaleka nie je zla, prave naopak. Neschopni v
skuto¢nosti nemaju zaujem veci zmenit, pretoze
sucasny stav im dokonale vyhovuje -- nizke prij-
my si kompenzované nizkym vykonom (mnohi
si nezasldZia ani tie nizke platy) a relativnou vol-
nostou pre bo¢né prijmy. Jasné kritéria kvality a
vykonnosti a vyvodenie désledkov z ich plnenia
a neplnenia by znamenalo koniec zlatych casov.
Preto st neschopni vzacne jednotni -- budi sa
aktivne podielat na diskusiach o zmene, ale za-
roven ich budu viest v natolko vieobecnych ro-
vinich, Ze budi neplodné: so vsetkym suhlasia,
najma pokial ide o nové pojmy pre staré cinnos-
ti, ale ni¢ viac. Pritom by nebol problém (vzhla-
dom na takmer absolttnu samospravu univerzit)
vyvodit désledky z chabych vykonov -- do Statu-
tu fakulty zakotvit kvoty vykonnosti, pracovné
zmluvy viazat na Statdt a pri ich neplneni auto-
maticka vypoved a konkurz na uvolnené miesto.

Samozrejme, tieto stratégie neschopnych nie
st zamernym a zlomyselnym Skodenim -- si mi-
movolné, su to habitusy, osvojené si dlhodobou
aktivitou v uritom socialnom poli. Pokial je aka-
demické pole Strukttirované tak, ako je, ide vlast-
ne o jednu z velmi raciondlnych stratégii, a tato
stratégia podstatnym spdsobom prispieva k St-
rukturacii samotného tohto pola a k udrZovaniu
jeho nemennosti.

Stratégie schopnych st naproti tomu ovela
diverzifikovanejSie -- vacsina z nich nema pro-
blém komunikovat so zahrani¢im a ziskavat v
pravidelnych intervaloch Stipendia v zahranici, u-
moZiiujuce im nestratit kontakt s odborom a za-
roven udrZiavat svoju Zivotnu Uroven v prijatel-
nom S$tandarde. Problém je vSak v tom, Ze tato
stratégia je individualisticka -- Stipendia su pred-
metom superenia, a nejestvuje kolektivna straté-
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standards has little or no consequence for the
career of Slovak academics in our established
universities. Neither department heads nor
academic deans are currently empowered to
make staffing decisions on the basis of these
standards and cannot otherwise sanction those
professors and instructors who do not publish
- a practice which is a breach of common sen-
se. There are numerous 40-or-50-year-old as-
sistant professors who not only do not meet
minimal performance criteria, but who do not
even possess academic degrees. And this is not
the exception but the rule. Once one achieves
the status of professor, one’s position no longer
depends on one’s performance; with minimal
effort, one quite literally becomes rooted in the
institution’s soil and nothing -- besides volunta-
ry retirement -- can threaten one’s job.

The second specific characteristic is that
professors and lecturers hold the majority of
seats in academic senates and, as the authority
of academic senates is virtually absolute, they
control all aspects of academic life. Their chief
strategy appears to be to preserve the status
quo and, in so doing, to keep the university or
college, as well as all those employed there,at a
mediocre level. This rule of the incompetent is
the chief reason for the still desperate state of
our academic and educational institutions.
However, from the perspective of these en-
sconced incompetents, the situation is not des-
perate at all; on the contrary: the current state
suits them perfectly. While incomes remain low
by any standard (yet far more than the work of
many of them merits), performance expecta-
tions are equally low. Moreover, these acade-
mics can compensate their low salaries by tak-
ing advantage of the lack of restrictions on
side-incomes from non-academic employment.
The incompetent, then, have no interest in in-
stitutional reform. Indeed, the introduction of
clear and enforceable criteria of quality and
performance, and hiring decisions based upon
their fulfillment, would mean a quick end to the
goose that lays their golden egg.

Not surprisingly, the incompetent remain
unified in their resistance to change.While they
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gia ich ziskania. Schopni badatelia teda dosahuju
Uspech vyhradne individualne, zatial ¢o zaklad-
nou podmienkou Uspesnosti stratégie neschop-
nych je kolektivna a jednotna akcia, najma v aka-
demickych senatoch, ale aj na zasadnutiach kate-
dier; vedeckych rad atd. To vedie k frustracii a
pocitom izolacie u schopnych, ktori sa mézu
presadit iba individualne.

StarSi aj mladsi maji pred sebou v zisade

rovnaké mozZnosti rozhodovania -- starsi badatel

musi na sebe pracovat, aby ziskal pozvania do za-
hranicia (nemdzZe vstupovat do superenia o dok-
torandské a zviésa vekom limitované postdok-
torandské Stipendia), o si vyzaduje znaéné Usilie
a dari sa to len nemnohym. Alebo sa uspokoji s
malym prijmom, malym vykonom a uvolnenymi
rukami pre mimoakademické aktivity. To isté v
podstate méZe urobit mlady badatel -- bud' sa
napoji na zahraniény kontext, alebo sa bude
orientovat na bo¢né prijmy. Ked neuspeje v nie-
kolkych konkurzoch o 3tipendium, jeho Sance sa
vekom dramaticky zniZuju a zostava mu iba dru-
ha volba.

Osobitnou kategériou st Studenti. Zvlastne
je, Ze aj tu sa reprodukuje rovnaka stratégia.
Velké ocakavania nevyhnutne narazaji na nevy-
hnutnost volby -- hlavnym problémom je rovna-
ko ako v pripade ich prednasajtcich absencia kri-
térii kvality: nevyzaduje si vela usilia formalne
plnit Studentské zavazky. To vSak znamena, Ze v
skutocnosti dochadza k regresii kvality, najma
pokial Student prisiel na vysokiu 3kolu z velmi
dobrej strednej Skoly. Kazdy Student si rozmysli,
¢i bude investovat energiu do svojho samostudia
alebo pokusov ziskat pobyt v zahranici, alebo vy-
uzije as, usetreny formalnym plnenim [ahkych
povinnosti, radsej na vedl[ajsi zarobok ¢&i rozkose
Studentského Zivota.

Zaverom iba tolko: ,mlada generacia* je pri-
li§ heterogénna kategoria, aby sa dalo o nej ho-
vorit, a to isté plati o ,,starSej generacii“. DoleZi-
té je skor to, ¢i sa schopnym zo vietkych gene-
racii podari implementovat nové stratégie, ktoré
zmenia pravidla v akademickom poli, napriek od-
poru neschopnych a [lahostajnych zo vsetkych
generacii. To sa viak podari iba pod jedinou pod-
mienkou -- ak bude rast pocet schopnych, kto-
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take an active part in discussions about institu-
tional and administrative reform, they do so
only on a general and inconclusive level; they
agree to enact superficial changes, such as giving
new names to old and obsolete research activi-
ties, but avoid anything that would entail mean-
ingful institutional reform. Given the almost ab-
solute autonomy that our universities current-
ly enjoy, it would not be difficult to enact poli-
cies that embed performance quotas into the
school’s charter, tie individual contracts to the
fulfillment of these criteria, use promotions to
reward those who do perform, and penalize
those whose performance fails to meet the re-
quirements, thereby creating vacancies that can
be filled by more competent academics. But
those with the authority to make such changes
have no interest in doing so.

| should stress that the strategies of the in-
competent are not instances of intentional
wrongdoing but of a habitual behavior among
those who have been operating this way for a
long time already. Given that Slovak academia is
structured as it is, incumbents are actually pur-
suing a very rational strategy -- however bad it
is for the long-term health of Slovak academia.

Competent academics have developed stra-
tegies of their own, although these strategies
are less unified and coherent.As they are effec-
tively shut out from many university depart-
ments, they have sought to advance their ca-
reers by pursuing foreign scholarships and
post-doctoral positions and by regularly inter-
acting with their counterparts abroad by attend-
ing international conferences and publishing in
foreign journals. These activities allow them to
remain active in their respective disciplines,
while maintaining adequate living standards.

The problem is, however, that these are
short-term survival strategies and are highly in-
dividualist; foreign stipends and scholarships are
subject to intense competition and there is no
collective strategy of obtaining them. The com-
petent scholars pursue academic success on an
individual, ad hoc basis, while the incompetent
ones have the advantage of unified, collective
action afforded by their membership of acade-
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rym ,ide o vec®, ktori investuji sami seba do
tychto zapasov bez ohladu na odpor, nelspechy,
absenciu ocenenia i uznania. Akademicka hra je
totiz hrou, v ktorej (tak ako v inych socialnych
hrach) ide o hru samotnu, a nie primarne o be-
nefit z nej. Obrovskou nevyhodou neschopnych
a lahostajnych je prave ich neschopnost a laho-
stajnost -- pri vhodne zvolenej stratégii jedno-
ducho nedokazu Gcinne bojovat proti snaham o
zmenu (najstcasnejSim prikladom je zavedenie
kreditného systému, ktory napriek upornej sna-
he, aby bol iba plastikom pre staré praktiky, sa-
motnou svojou povahou poskytuje mimoriadne
vhodny ramec kvalitného a objektivne hodnoti-
telného Stadia).

Skratka, treba z hry dostat tych, ktori iba
predstieraju, Ze hraju, a pritom sa venuji inym
hram v inych socidlnych poliach. To vsak nie je
len a predovsetkym generacny suboj -- ide o va-
riant veéného boja medzi lahostajnostou ne-

schopnych a nasadenim schopnych. Pokial

schopni nedokazu zmenit pravidla akademického
pola, neboli taki schopni, ako vyzerali, a maju to,
&o si zaslGzia. Utek za fahSou Ulohou -- natrvalo
do zahranidia -- znamena priznanie neschopnos-
ti, nech tomu hovorime akokolvek, a zhorsenie
situdcie a prostredia pre tych, ktori zostali. Ide
vlastne o uprednostnenie inej hry: napriklad fi-
nancnej, alebo o narcisisticki neschopnost vy-
rovnat sa s deficitom symbolického uznania.
NedokaZzem sa vyslovit k otazkam, poloZe-
nym v ankete, pretoZe sa domnievam, Ze nie su
dobre sformulované. Otazky, aky typ vzdelania
(vo vSeobecnosti) sa ma mladym lfudom poskyt-
nut, a aké knihy by mali ¢itat, je otazkou pre Gpl-
ne iné akademické prostredie ako nase. Najskor
musia vzniknit podmienky, aby iSlo o vyber z
kvalitnych typov vzdelania a kvalitnych knih, a to
mozu zabezpedit iba Spickovi akademicki badate-
lia. Pokial sa nezmenia kritéria ich vyberu a hod-
notenia, je Uplne zbytocné si takéto otazky klast.
Su totiz ,,akademické™ v tom nespravnom zmys-
le slova, pretoze pripominaju zapriahanie voza
pred kora -- pokus riesit vzdialené a odtazité
désledky, a nie naliehavé a primarne priciny.
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mic senates, departments, scientific boards, and
other establishment forums. Thus is the isolation
and frustration of the competent perpetuated.

In principle, all academics, whether old or
young, have the same options to choose from:
either seek out foreign career opportunities or
adapt to the constraints of the Slovak academic
establishment. In fact, however, older professors
have to work harder to receive invitations to for-
eign institutions, as the competition for foreign
doctoral and postdoctoral scholarships are usu-
ally limited by age, and those that are not are
still subject to intense competition. For such in-
dividuals, the only alternative is to accept the
low income/low performance scheme and com-
pensate this with supplementary income from
extra-academic activities. Young professors, on
the other hand, have relatively more opportuni-
ties for obtaining foreign scholarships.Yet, as the
demand far outstrips supply, those who fail to
secure such scholarships - and there are many -
are left with the prospect of making their ca-
reers within the limits of our academic system.

Today’s young students form a special cate-
gory. It is worth noting that they face largely the
same choice set as their teachers. Great ambi-
tions necessarily collide with unavoidable reali-
ties. As in the case of their instructors, the ma-
jor problem they encounter is the absence of
quality criteria: the formal fulfillment of degree
requirements does not take much ability or ef-
fort. This, however, means that many college
students, particularly those graduates of distin-
guished secondary schools, regress rather than
progress. Every college student faces unavoid-
able trade-offs and must decide very carefully
how best to pursue one’s career: by investing
time and effort in serious self-study and the
pursuit of educational opportunities abroad, or
by using the time saved by the perfunctory ful-
fillment of undemanding requirements to earn
some extra money and enjoy student life.

| will conclude with a brief reprise: both the
“young generation* and the “old generation®
are categories too heterogeneous to discuss on
a general basis. If the issue is how best to en-
sure the reproduction and, indeed, the develop-
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ment of scholarly knowledge, the important
question is whether the competent individuals
from all generations are promoted to the fore-
front of their academic fields. In Slovakia today,
this begets another question, namely whether
our universities can overcome the incompetent
careerists of all generations and implement
new rules in the academic sphere that will ser-
ve the ends of academic excellence. Such nee-
ded reform, however, can succeed only under
one condition: namely, an increase in the ranks
of those scholars who are competent and com-
mitted to excellence, and who will pursue re-
form despite institutional resistance, the absen-
ce of collegial recognition, and the lack of
financial reward.

In Slovakia today, the academic game is one
in which not only immediate rewards are at
stake but also the very rules by which the game
is played. The situation is difficult but far from
hopeless. The greatest weakness of the enscon-
ced incompetents is their very lack of compe-
tence; increasingly, they are showing themselves
incapable of sustaining an effective fight against
efforts to reform the status quo. [The most re-
cent example of this trend is the successful in-
troduction of a robust credit system, despite
the fervent efforts of the incompetents to re-
duce it to a cosmetic overlay for old practices.]

The solution is plain to see: those who pre-
tend to be scholars while actually engaging
themselves in other social fields have to be pus-
hed out of their university positions. This, how-
ever,is not only or even primarily a generation-
al struggle; rather, it is a variation of the eternal
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struggle between the indifference of the incom-
petent and the enthusiasm of the competent.
And where the competent scholars do not suc-
ceed in changing the rules of the academic field,
perhaps this is because they are not as able as
they seemed. For those disillusioned because
academia is not delivering the financial and sta-
tus rewards they had hoped for, there is always
the option of abandoning the field altogether.
But this individual choice does nothing to im-
prove the situation for those who remain nor
does it improve the state of higher education as
a whole.

| will not address the questions specified in
the survey, as | believe they are not well formu-
lated. These questions -- “what type of educa-
tion (in general) should be offered to young
people” and “what books should they read“--
may be meaningful in other academic environ-
ments, but here are quite beside the point.
Before they can be asked in Slovakia, the condi-
tions first have to be created so that students
have high-quality programs and publications to
choose from -- and this can be secured only
through the promotion of top academic scho-
lars and researchers. Unless the criteria for
their employment and promotion change, it is
utterly useless to ask such questions. In short,
these questions are -- in the other, less flatter-
ing sense of the word -- academic.They put the
carriage in front of the horse, misdirecting at-
tention to secondary issues instead of the fun-
damental and urgent problems we face today.

Do anglictiny prelozila Kamila Stullerova
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