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I would like to begin this talk with the premise that eve.ry university that is 
worth the nan1e is basically a public service. An authentic university today is one 
that incorporates Newman·s notion of the British university as plimarily a teaching 
institution, the Ge.rmany university modei which emphasizes resc.~arch, and the 
modern idea of a university as one that reaches out to surrounding communities~ 
whether at the local, national, or international levels. In performing this three-fold 
task of Leaching, research, and community building. the university's ultimate ben
eficiary is supposed to be the public (publicus, a substantive synonymous with 
populus, people). 

With that as a premise, I would like to develop the lopic of this paper on 
three levels: at the ievel of the university itself; at the level of the university's 
immediate public - the studt!nts; and at the level of the society which is the 
university's larger public. 

A. AT 111~: LE\t~L OF 1HE UNIVERSff\l 

At the first level, it is quite logical to expect that, for a university to instill 
ethics in public service, it must first be the embodiment of ethical public service. 
Teaching by example remains the best way to impart values. We can therefore ask 
the question: What have the Philippine universities done to embody ethical public 
service? Can they be considered the exemplars or models which other agencies 
devoted to public service, like government, can emulate? Quite defensively, I can 
enumerate the achievements of my university in the field of public service. But I 
will not do that because I believe that this discussion, to be truly fruitful, must not 
only be a forum for self-congratulations, but an occasion for reflection, a moment 
to accept our failures in order to pave the way towards self-renewal. 

During the Second Plenary Council of the Philippines, a severe criticism was 
leveled against the failure of many universities to act as a leaven in Philippine 
society. Although the Council addressed itself to Catholic Universities, it is worth 
considering here what the Council laid down as the causes of such a failure, namely: 
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unhealthy competition, elitism, and the influences of consumerism. Let us take 
these one by one: 

I. The existing contest as to which university has the best graduates, faculty, 
and facilities, leads some universities to the reprehensible practice of "personnel 
piracy". Many a time a university would spend a sizable amount of its finances to 
develop its fal:ulty, only to have them pirated by other unive-rsities which offer 
higher salaries and benefits. This practice not only discourages schools to develop 
its own staff, but can generate in the personnel a mercenary attitude. Also, unhealthy 
competition hinders the sharing of resources among different universities. 

2. Many affluent Filipinos have a cultural fixation towards elitism in education. 
()ne tragic effect of this is the equation of low standard of education with low 
tuition fee; high standard of education with hi!th tuition fee. Such clitisrn not only 
waters down education to a status symboL but tends to produce in wcll .. to-do 
students the feeling that they arc a people apart. and their education , a tool to 
advance their social class. ()ne thing is to cultivate high standards. and quite 
another thing is to cultivate an elitist contplex on a "better than thou" exclusivistic 
attitude among students and faculty. 

Because high standards of cducati on require high financial support, educa
tion as a public service to the poor and the needy becontes difficult. it not impossi
ble, for struggling private universities that depend only on tuition fees for rheir 
subsistence. Thus. while subsidies flow to universities favored by the State and 
other funding agencies, other universities content themselves \\'ith income gener
ated through ways \Vhich jeopardize academic standards. 

Many Filip) nos la1ncnt the co-existence of the bac:k \\/ardness and the high 
literacy rate of the people. Perhaps, one cause of .~uch a paradox is the pursuance 
of elitism under the guise of academic excellence. Elitism breed~ individual sn1ugness 
and social i nd ifferentisn1. which arc disastrous attitudes for social development and 
nation building. The Second Plenary Council exhorts univer;;ities \Vhich encourage 
elitism in education t.o wake up from the lethargy of self~·COlnplacency and self
incensation. They arc being asked to educate primarily genuine Filipinos, who will 
be in love with their country and will be willing to build it up. rather than be mere 
projections of their alma mater. or their elile clan. 

3. Recent thrusts in educational p Ianning reveal that the highest priority is 
often given to courses that foster consumerist attitudes. Courses leading to the 
development of techniques and skills towards industrialization are highly 
encouraged. Very 1 ittle incentive is given to students to pursue a teaching career 
because, in terms of salaries and economic benefits, teachers arc no match for other 
professionals in the technological fields. Also. work has gradually been seen as a 
commodity, rather than a service. With such an outlook, the dignity of labor becomes 
equated with high income, and universities begin to look at themselves as "manu..
facturers" of cheap labor that can be utilized by local industries or be exported 
abroad. 
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To sum up: the Second Plenary Council of the Philippines, although ad
dressing itself chiefly to Catholic Universities, can provide us today with guide
li ncs for our communal reflection on the role of universities, especially in public 
service. It reminds us that if universities maintain unhealthy competition arnong 
themselves~ encourage elitism, and give higher emphasis on consumerist influ
ences on education, it would be quite difficult for them to become embodiments 
of cthicul public service. 

B. ATTI-IEI4EVELOFSTUDENTS 

At the level of its immediate public, we can ask the question: What have 
Universities done to instill ethics in its students who are the future public serv
ants? The answer is quite simple: By the teaching of ethics. It is important here to 
make a distinction between ethics and morals. 

Ethics refers to a task of careful reflection several steps removed from the 
actual conduct of men. It is a theoretical task which reflects on the various ways in 
which moral action occurs, the assumptions and presupposition of moral life. Thus, 
at the level of ethics, one seeks answers to the questions: "What fundamental 
principles are involved in determining an answer to moral questions?" "What is the 
nature of good and evil?" "What is the nature of right and obligation?" 

()n the other hand, morals or morality refers to the actual conduct of men. It 
is a practical task: giving directions to human behavior in the I ight of what one 
believes to be right or good. Therefore, at the level of morals one seeks answers to 
questions I ike, "What should I do in this situation?" "Do I have the right to do 
this?'' "What is my obligation regarding this particular task at hand?" In daily life, 
every person is confronted with the task of clarifying the fundamental principles 
that guide his human behavior (ethics); as well as the task of interpreting and 
ac'i.ualizing such principles in the I ight of his present situation (morals). 

Every university aspires to teach its students not only ethics but morals as 
well. And yet we have to accept that at the outset, in whatever it teaches, a 
university deals directly with cognitive processes. Thus, it can teach ethics, but it 
cannot guarantee a moral life. The grade that a student gets in a course in ethics is 
by no means to be considered as an assessment of his actual and future moral 
behavior. It is merely a judgment about his present knowledge of ethics, not his 
practice. But the important thing here is that the students come to realize that 
knowledge of ethics matters, that it is at the very core of their human life, and 
hopefully, through such knowledge, they could develop a moral sensitivity notably 
in the socio-economic-political field. 

The teaching of ethics in the University of Santo Tomas (UST) draws its 
inspiration from its Patron, St. Thomas Aquinas. 

For St. Thomas, the end of education is "to produce an independent and 
autonomous man, that is, a man capable of deciding rightly what to do and what to 
avoid". An educated man, is a free man, a righteous man, a virtuous man. This 
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universities of catholic Europe, the disappearance of the old Salamanca, Alcala, 
Coimba, Bologna, Louvain, and Paris, is a the1ne that still a~vaits its historian. 
Lout'ain ~vas indeed restored in 1834, but the healthy interplay of the theological 
intellects of a half a score of Catholic Universities, the 19th century "'as never. 
alas, to kno~v. 

The University of Santo Tomas is a university established in the European 
model of a university. After years of transformation, and after surveying the threats 
of its existence~ it now boasts of being the oldest university in Asia with a 384- year 
history to back its claim. Today. with almost 33,000 students distributed in 13 civil 
faculties and colleges~ 150 seminarians boarding in its inter-diocesan seminary and 
enrolled in its three ecclesiastical faculties of theology, philosophy, and canon law: 
I ,300 faculty members; 650 non-academic employees; 200 doctors practising in its 
pay hospital and a bigger hospital for indigent patients; 33 priests ministering to 
the spiritual needs of students, academic, and non-a~adcmic staff. and more than 
200,000 parishioners of the university parish; the university has evolved Into 
something its founders never dreamt of. But despite its development, it remains 
faithful to its identity as a Catholic University. It has not se\'ered its ties with the 
catholic church, and its teaching continues to be imbued with catholic principles. 
Does that make an impact on our present society? Has UST produced graduates 
with a social conscience, imbued with a commitment to ethicai public service? I 
would like to believe that its alumni: son1e presidents of the Republic, some chief 
justices, some bishops, some heroes, and a few saints have made a difference. I 
hope they arc the rule, not the exception. 




