
Report on the 20th anniversary preparations
On the recommendation of the Rector, the Heads of the Academic Departments and the Senate decided to reflect on – rather than celebrate – the twenty years of CEU.  The anniversary should be used an occasion for historiographical self-reflection, for rethinking the mission of the University. 

The Rector appointed a small committee that includes senior administrators, academics and representatives of the student body.  CEU will make all efforts to make active and good use of our more than 9500 alumni, to mobilize the present and former faculty, and the friends of the University all over the world.
All the academic departments were asked to survey the most important intellectual developments of the past twenty years in their respective fields; to assess the most significant contributions by the members of the faculty to their disciplines; and the emerging new academic challenges of their subject areas.  These academic mini-essays are posted on the website dedicated to the events of the long anniversary year (September 2010 – December 2011), in order to form the basis of an ongoing serious academic debate. 

The anniversary year – and if successful, probably the subsequent years – will have a few intellectual thematic central themes. Based on the submissions of the academic departments, it is suggested that there would be two central themes in 2010-2011:
I. “Epistemological, methodological self-reflection of the disciplines”, with special emphasis on the “data deluge”; and coinciding with the opening of the new School of Public Policy, 
II. “Social responsibility of the academia – moral obligations and their discipline-specific academic limitations”.

I.
In a number of disciplines, including various social sciences, philosophy as well as economics, the last few decades have seen a heightened interest in a systematic account of the discipline’s epistemological or methodological commitments. Deductive methods were contrasted with experimental methods – even in mathematics, see Reviel Netz’s “The Shaping of Deduction in Greek Mathematics: a Study in Cognitive History – the question of how far social sciences or humanities can emulate the methods of natural sciences was raised, the possibility of working out an autonomous methodology for the humanistic disciplines was suggested.  As part of the 20th anniversary reflections, different departments are invited to present and compare the results of these studies from the last twenty years. 
As part of the methodological, epistemological self-reflection, it is suggested that interested and concerned academic units reflect on the consequences of “data abundance” as well. A few weeks ago, Chris Anderson, editor in-chief of Wired magazine published a controversial and provocative article, “The end of theory: the data deluge makes the scientific method obsolete” that provoked an intense debate in both science blogs and academic journals.  In the highly controversial piece, Anderson argued: 

“At the petabyte scale, information is not a matter of simple three – and four-dimensional taxonomy and order but of dimensionally agnostic statistics.  It calls for an entirely different approach, one that requires us to lose the tether of data as something that can be visualized in its totality. It forces us to view data mathematically first and establish a context for it later…Scientists are trained to recognize that correlation is not causation, that no conclusions should be drawn simply on the basis of correlation between X and Y (it could just be a coincidence). Instead, you must understand the underlying mechanisms that connect the two. Once you have a model, you can connect the data sets with confidence. Data without a model is just noise.

But faced with massive data, this approach to science — hypothesize, model, test — is becoming obsolete…Petabytes allow us to say: "Correlation is enough." We can stop looking for models. We can analyze the data without hypotheses about what it might show. We can throw the numbers into the biggest computing clusters the world has ever seen and let statistical algorithms find patterns where science cannot…The new availability of huge amounts of data, along with the statistical tools to crunch these numbers, offers a whole new way of understanding the world. Correlation supersedes causation, and science can advance even without coherent models, unified theories, or really any mechanistic explanation at all.” 

The intense academic debate that followed the publication of Anderson’s article provides a suitable context for methodological and epistemological rethinking of the future of disciplines that are engaged in the intensive use of data.

II.

The opening of the School of Public Policy, the hoped-for close working relation with OSI in general and with some of the thematic network programs in particular, offer an opportunity and call for the need of reexamining the relationship between pure academic research and application of the output of intellectual engagement of the university.  There are disciplines, where the nature of the intellectual pursuit does not make it easy to find immediate and close connections to ongoing events of the outside world: mathematics and philosophy might find it difficult to engage in direct social activities. However, if “social responsibility of the academia” is understood in a non-trivial way, even mathematics might provide highly interesting and useful examples. (The Polymath Project, a project in “massively collaborative mathematics” run by one of the world’s leading mathematicians, Fields medalist Timothy Gowers, of Cambridge University is an excellent example.  Early in 2009, Gowers used his blog to pose a difficult open mathematical problem, one he said he’d “love to solve”.  Inspired in part by open source software development, he announced that he would attack the problem in the open, on his blog.  Furthermore, he invited anyone who wanted to join him to help out by posting their ideas in the comments section of his blog.  Progress came remarkably quickly, and over the next 37 days, 27 people contributed to the project, posting 800 mathematical comments containing 170,000 words.  Gowers described the Polymath process as being “to normal research as driving is to pushing a car”.  After 37 days, Gowers announced that not only had the original problem been solved, in fact the polymaths had solved a harder generalization.  Inspired by this success, mathematicians have since launched many related projects, and the ideas of open source collaboration are beginning to spread through mathematics.)

A few years ago, CEU signed the so called Berlin Declaration, and promised to make the scholarly output of the faculty openly accessible.  The anniversary provides the occasion for CEU to live up to that academic promise.  It is suggested that the scholarly community of the University should examine the possibilities of opening up the academia, to follow the lead of the life sciences and experiment with open and collaborative research. 

The majority of the departments at CEU, especially Environmental Policy and Science; Political Science, Sociology and Anthropology; Nationalism Studies; Jewish Studies; Gender Studies; Economics; Legal Studies – its constitutionalism and human rights streams; the Business School; History would find it useful to engage in a serious open debate about the needs and limits of social engagement.  Even Medieval Studies would not find it difficult to join in: two years ago the Medieval Science Department, in collaboration with OSA organized a highly acclaimed exhibition, lecture series on “Contagious Middle Ages”, about the efforts of the newly independent or newly and unexpectedly sovereign former communist countries, to create, reinvent a new and more suitable, more desirable “middle ages” for themselves.  Last semester, Collegium Budapest, in collaboration with the CEU Medieval Studies Department, organized an international seminar series on “Classical Philology and Communism”, examining the role of the discipline and that of the classical philologists in safeguarding the standards of humanistic endeavor even in a political and ideological atmosphere inherently hostile to serious classical scholarship.

The thematic leitmotivs serve as guidelines for the academic community.  The Departments are invited to submit proposals, to propose lecture series, seminars, invite speakers, alumni, and open up their academic activities to the whole community of the University.  The Departments will organize free-standing, disciplinary-specific events but are encouraged to engage former faculty, former students, academic friends in a way that help the whole University to rethink the mission of CEU for the coming decades.

The anniversary year will start with a high-profile global conference organized in collaboration with Google, with the participation of the Director General of UNESCO, Sergey Brin, one of Google’s cofounders, representatives of the European Union, governments, corporations, dissidents, bloggers, people who are involved – on both sides of the barricade – in the fight for or against Freedom to Connect (this is the title of the conference).  The conference will explore creative ways to address the boundaries of online free expression; the complex relationship among technology, economic growth and human rights; ways in which dissidents and governments are using the Internet; the role of Internet intermediaries; as well as pressing policy and legal issues such as privacy and cybersecurity.  The conference aims to begin a long-term discussion of these issues and to form international working groups to promote practical change.
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