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PREFACE

UNIVERSITIES ARE OFTEN thought of as dedicated to critical thinking for the advancement, preservation and transmission of knowledge in any field of study whatsoever. Is this a true description of universities? That is the question raised in this book. The intention is to encourage the reader to ask critical questions about universities and how well they are fulfilling their basic tasks. First and foremost this involves understanding universities and how they succeed or fail to create an environment that is favourable to teaching, learning and scientific research. It also means that serious reflection on the actual policies and trends of universities is required.

A public debate in Europe about the usefulness and importance of universities is long overdue, not least in light of the tremendous growth in the number of students and academic institutions and in the economic expectations attached to them. Such a debate has to be led by academics who go beyond concentrating on their own speciality and engage in the construction of universities that are faithful to the basic values and virtues of academic activity.

Critical thinking – by which I mean the kind of thinking that does not assent to any view or statement without having first examined what it involves and found sufficient grounds for it – is to my mind the main virtue of academic thought. Academics should not only practice this virtue within academia, they should also cultivate it systematically in the public forum, where it is confronted with the ideological and rhetorical discourse that characterizes all political debates. Universities have become a major element in public spending, and they will increasingly

require the attention of political authorities and the general public. That is why it is most important that we develop, within our societies, a sound comprehension of universities and their various functions.

[image: image]

In this book I have selected a few of my papers that I believe may be helpful for anyone interested in exploring what universities are all about and how they are affected by what is happening in the world today. As the reader will discover, I believe that universities need to become more self-critical and reconsider their policies in some fundamental ways. In a nutshell, the message is that the ethical dimension of knowledge has to be placed first in all academic activity. I am convinced that in the years to come, universities will develop in the direction I am advocating. The reason for this is that we will be facing environmental and social issues that call for a combined application of a theoretical, technological and ethical wisdom that we have not developed so far. And universities are the only institutions that have in themselves the spiritual and intellectual power to develop such wisdom for the good of humankind.

[image: image]

Many people have assisted me in preparing the lectures and papers assembled in this book and I cannot possibly name them all. But I must mention some colleagues and friends, Mikael M. Karlsson and Jón Torfi Jónasson, with whom I have, over the last decades, had many fruitful discussions about universities, although we do not agree in all respects. Nor should I fail to mention Halldór Guðjónsson, recently deceased, with whom I had many constructive conversations over the years. I would also like to acknowledge my debt to Ingjaldur Hannibalsson, who was one of my closest collaborators during my eight years as rector and provided me with invaluable support. He died suddenly just before the publication of this book.


A young scholar, Marteinn Sindri Jónsson, helped me select and prepare the papers for publication with the assistance of Steinar Örn Atlason. Martin S. Regal, Professor of English, corrected language use and made the texts more readable. Björn Thorsteinsson, who has assisted me in many ways in preparing the publication of my texts, both in English and Icelandic, read the texts and made useful comments. Mikael M. Karlsson helped me greatly in finalizing the manuscript. I am most grateful to him and to all the others who made this book possible. Finally I would like to thank my wife, Auður Birgisdóttir, for her constant support and invaluable help.

Reykjavík, December 1, 2014
Páll Skúlason







INTRODUCTION

THIS COLLECTION OF ESSAYS is an attempt to share with my readers my conviction that universities will play an increasingly important role in shaping our future through their principal mission, which is to acquire, transmit, and preserve knowledge. I am also convinced that the moral dimension of knowledge has yet to find its proper location within academia and within the world at large. Science and technology will always have to be guided by ethical reflection on what really matters and what goals we should pursue within our various nations and more widely in the developing “global village.”

My convictions stem from many decades of experience as a member of the academic community, and especially from my years as Rector of the University of Iceland between 1997 and 2005, when I spent whatever spare time I had studying other universities in the hope of discovering how improvements might be made in my own institution as well as clarifying for myself the proper function of the chief representative of a university.1 At the University of Iceland, as in most European universities, the tradition is that the Rector is elected from among the ranks of its resident professors. Many academics expect the Rector to administrate, not as a professional manager, but on the basis of his or her former experience as a member of the academic community.


My approach consisted in looking at universities from three different perspectives and then organizing my work accordingly. Firstly, I saw them as institutions with a specific purpose, dedicated to the advancement of knowledge and understanding. Secondly, I considered them as communities with various shared academic values and social interests. Finally, I thought of them as organizations that had to be operated from day to day in an effective and efficient manner. It is no coincidence that these three perspectives reflect Aristotle’s division of human reason into the theoretical (the advancement of understanding), the moral (a community of values and interests), and the technical (good management). Ultimately, this collection of essays is based on a concept of the university wherein the moral dimension that makes it grow into a true community of learning is emphasized.

Experiencing the University – A Short Personal History

Inevitably, one’s concept of a university will owe a good deal to personal experience. Let me therefore recount for you a short piece of personal history, and the reflections that followed and thereby shaped my general understanding of the academy.

As a young student I attended the Catholic University of Louvain in Belgium. I arrived there as a complete stranger, without any prior notice, and said that I wanted to work and study. I was immediately welcomed and, to cut a long story short, lived there as a student for six years in a bustling community of teachers, scholars, and students from all over the world. The only thing that was required of me was a will to study and to participate, according to my own interests, in the academic and social life of the community.

I sometimes say that I was “brought up” by that academic community, and I believe that the most important aspect of that upbringing lay in the plethora of conversations I had with the people I met in Louvain. Indeed, many of these conversations

are still going on in my mind and have formed the basis of my understanding of the nature of a university. To my mind, a university is, effectively, a conversation, a place where people who are trying to understand the world and their own existence within the context of a common pursuit for knowledge and learning come together to converse and exchange ideas. An English scholar, Michael Oakeshott, has given a powerful statement of this ideal:

The pursuit of learning is not a race in which competitors jockey for the best place, it is not even an argument or a symposium; it is a conversation. And the peculiar virtue of a university (as a place of many studies) is to exhibit it in this character, each study appearing as a voice whose tone is neither tyrannous nor plangent, but humble and conversable. A conversation does not need a chairman, it has no predetermined course, we do not ask what it is ‘for’, and we do not judge its excellence by its conclusion; it has no conclusion, but is always put by for another day. Its integration is not superimposed but springs from the quality of the voices which speak, and its value lies in the relics it leaves behind in the mind of those who participate.2

This is, of course, a very traditional concept of a university. It is one to which lip service is easily paid, both within the academy and beyond it, in society at large. Nevertheless, many people, including academics, have come to feel – consciously or unconsciously – that this traditional view is obsolete, a relic of the past, and that it no longer applies to what universities have become, characterized as they are by fierce competition for financial resources, power and prestige. Or perhaps they think that universities cling anachronistically to this traditional concept and that, given the realities of contemporary life, these institutions need to change in certain fundamental ways or to disappear. I might add that even though Oakeshott’s way of phrasing this traditional idea appeals to me, we may justifiably ask whether it

rests on a view that is far too romantic, too removed from our present reality.

So perhaps my vision of a university as a place of conversation is only a dream that I should have abandoned long ago, or at least when I became Rector of the University of Iceland, that is when I found myself facing the reality of running an institution that appeared to be both fragile and without any obvious power in a society driven by forces that had no interest whatsoever in “academic conversations.”

Experiencing the University in the Context of Public Criticism

In recent years, and especially after becoming the Rector of the University of Iceland, my experience was very different from the one I had as a young student in Louvain and stimulated rather different thoughts and conclusions. If one experiences a university not in the capacity of an individual seeking knowledge, but as a “bystander” listening to various voices that are raised in the public forum, one’s understanding is liable to undergo significant alteration. A certain type of criticism of traditional universities forced itself upon my attention, a criticism that is frequently voiced by politicians, leading civil servants, media figures, and corporate leaders, and not least in finance and in new branches of industry that have been making a place for themselves in the world of business.

This criticism appears to be fourfold: 1) universities are seen as inflexible and unresponsive institutions, 2) they are thought of as being badly governed and lacking clear direction, 3) university teachers are regarded as generally lacking in accountability and prone to making unfounded criticisms of various aspects of national affairs, and lastly, 4) the teaching faculties and research institutes of a university are often accused of not being sufficiently in touch with the outside world and, in particular, of being distanced from industry.


This is of course not a complete account of the criticisms that one hears, but these are, I think, the most common ones. My experience tells me that these criticisms are not equally well deserved. The claim that the university is static and hidebound is and has been false, in my opinion. The contention that it is badly governed and lacks direction has some truth to it in individual cases; but this is not a necessary fact about universities, and it is true of many other institutions of various types about which no such criticism is heard. The claim that university teachers make irresponsible critiques will always be true to some extent, as it will of any group of people engaged in reflection. I do not think it has been particularly true of university teachers, but I also think that in view of their position, they should be urged to shoulder responsibility in the public forum. And finally, the university has, I think, been continuously in touch with society at large and sensitive to its needs, but that this fact has not been communicated forcefully enough in recent years.

In any case, I was well aware of these criticisms, and indeed the thought that I might work on eradicating them was one of the reasons that made me stand for election as University Rector. By demonstrating to the public that the University of Iceland was by no means a static institution, by ensuring that it was well governed and had a clear mission, by urging the members of the university community – students and teachers alike – to be particularly conscious of their responsibilities as participants in public discussions, and by encouraging the faculties and institutes of the university to actively interact with their surroundings, I believed that considerable progress could be achieved.

In any event, I believe I may say that through the efforts of an admirable group of students, administrators and scholars, we succeeded in reshaping the University of Iceland in many positive ways. Based on strategic planning in the year 2000, we achieved a remarkable sense of unity within the university concerning our objectives and the means by which they were to be accomplished over the course of the next few years.


I must admit, however, that we did not completely succeed in silencing the all-too-familiar criticisms listed above. Ironically, and I think unfairly, the reverse has been the case. I discovered that as our institution became more dynamic, more focused, and more obviously in touch with society at large, the frequency with which these criticisms were heard increased proportionally. Moreover, in recent times, university scholars have been more and more frequently accused by politicians and businessmen of allowing their publicly expressed views to be influenced by inappropriate considerations.

This fact gives me pause. It indicates that universities are in some way at odds with powerful forces in the political and economic life of nations, and that raises a new set of questions. Is there some sort of developmental flaw in society, some kind of dissonance that causes people to look at things in one or another particular way, according to their position in a society or political system? New types of higher educational institutions have been founded by industrial or trade associations, or are being run by business firms, some of which are very different from traditional universities. Should this be taken as a sign that traditional universities are behind the times? Or might it be the case that traditional universities have moved so far ahead that society at large can no longer grasp what they are up to? Have science and scholarship become foreign to people outside the academy? In short, how are we to understand this criticism, and how can we respond to it effectively, with the aim of creating a more constructive relationship between universities and the rest of society?

The University in the Contemporary Context

To explore this question, we must turn to the current experience that people have of universities: the experience of the general public, politicians, the media, and the members of the university

community themselves, i.e. students, teachers, and administrators. This experience is deeply affected by the rapid societal changes that have taken place in recent decades, particularly the revolution in communications and the cultural, political, and economic changes that are collectively referred to as “globalization.” These processes affect all traditional institutions, including the primary political invention of modernity – the nation-state. Underlying these changes is the powerful development of market forces with all of the technical innovations that they bring about.

Two developments, different in nature, that have particular relevance to universities deserve special mention. In the first place, new technology has emerged that allows the creation of “virtual” educational institutions, institutions that reach people who are unable or unwilling to undertake university studies in the traditional manner. Secondly, we are witnessing ever-increasing demands from the global economy for a workforce that is capable of mastering and creating new technology. Not only do these developments affect universities in many ways, they also create new types of institutions which, according to some, may replace traditional universities or render them obsolete. While I do not share this opinion, it cannot be denied that these changes have resulted in new perspectives on education that have led many people to misunderstand what universities are all about.

We are also witnessing a powerful trend according to which just about everything is marketable, including university qualifications, and there is a tendency to look upon universities as businesses that have to be managed and operated like any other profit-driven organisation if their “shareholders” are not going to abandon them. This requires universities to place substantial emphasis on public relations and marketing in order to maintain their position and acquire the requisite funding and necessary attention from both public and state. From this perspective, the

main function of a university’s chief administrator may be seen as that of a managing director who knows how to fight for his or her institution in the “education and research market.”

I am not concerned about the ability of universities or their administrators to play this game of marketing their institutions per se but rather about what it might suggest about their nature and function. Because a university, I am convinced, is not a business enterprise, and it does not exist in order to offer a product for sale on the market. It is a collective phenomenon of an entirely different kind than a business, with nothing to sell, not even (as some might suggest) its “good name,” although it may occasionally, or due to historical circumstances, operate various businesses, such as a lottery, a cinema, or even a pharmacy, as has been the case with the University of Iceland at various times.

The Current Emphasis on Research

As a part of the present exploration, we should notice that there is a single policy that has garnered maximum support within universities in recent decades. That is the policy of building up research and encouraging teaching staff and specialists to expand knowledge and publish their findings in international venues. This policy is in fact nothing new, and one may argue that it has been a growing trend within most universities since the mid-19th century. According to the German tradition, it is and ought to be the central element in the work of universities. In the closing decades of the 19th century, and all through the 20th, French universities also laid great emphasis on the building up of research, and the same was true of the British universities. What is new is the extent to which this policy has come to overshadow all the other aims of the university. Concerted efforts have been made to build up degree programs at the master’s and doctoral levels and to increase research grants to scholars and scientists. This policy has gone hand in hand with a general movement in

society to utilize, to an ever-increasing extent, the results of science and technology in all areas of human activity.

The current emphasis on research is driven first and foremost by the belief that its results will, sooner or later, benefit society. For example, huge amounts of funding have been poured into genetic research, the hope evidently being that the results of such research will, among other things, make it possible to develop drugs or remedies for use in treating, preventing, or alleviating diseases. This hope is encouraged by leaders in education and research, despite the fact that the extent to which such research has produced, or is likely to produce practical results is much disputed, and indeed many non-genetic factors seem to be responsible for diseases such as cancer.

This rationale for the emphasis on research differs from the nineteenth-century German conception, according to which scientific knowledge had both educational and cultural value – not only for university students but for all of society. The German word Bildung, i.e. education, refers to a concept particularly applicable to higher education and has to do, above all, with philosophy, arts, and sciences. The pursuit of knowledge was thought to have inherent value, whether or not it yielded any practical results. This educational ideal is doubtless still alive in the minds of some members of the university community, but I am afraid that many others see it as unrealistic and a relic of past times.

The Strengths and Weaknesses of the Current Emphasis on Research

The emphasis on research has had many positive effects on the work of universities. It has motivated both older and younger academics to devote themselves more assiduously to their scientific and scholarly work. It has stimulated interdisciplinary and inter-university cooperation among scholars and scientists and has led to the steadily increasing publication of scientific works.

In some cases, it has doubtless led to improved teaching, especially at the master’s and doctoral levels. And it has produced significant scholarly and scientific results. For instance, genetic research – taken earlier as an example – has resulted in important scientific findings and has led to greater understanding of how our genetic material works. This has independent value, regardless of whether such research proves to be of much direct use in treating diseases.

But this emphasis on research has also had certain negative effects, for instance when university teachers have devoted themselves to research to such a degree that they have neglected their teaching, or when they have become so obsessed with participating in international scientific competition and funding that they have not paid sufficient attention to the needs and problems of their own nations. This policy has also led to the publication of many inferior scientific papers and has encouraged scholars and scientists to devote themselves to easy problems and leave aside matters that are complex and difficult. In consequence, subjects such as ethics and contemporary ethical problems have not been given the attention they deserve.

One should also not forget that scholarship is a different thing from research. The former, which is characterized by independent critical thought, is a necessary condition of the latter, as well as providing the basis for teaching, especially at the university level. But the aim of research is not, in general, the development of scholarship itself. Rather, research aims at particular findings in a certain field of study with respect to some particular problem or subject-matter. There is, of course, nothing wrong with that as such. Research of all kinds is a valid and valuable enterprise as long as it is well done. But science and scholarship cannot consist entirely of research on specific topics with the expectation of definite conclusions. When we speak of science or scholarship, we speak of a free and unconditional search for truth which has a meaning in human society and in our private and professional lives. Tragically, to my mind, many

seem to have lost sight of the concept of truth, often considering it to be an obsolete historical relic. Then research is seen as a means to gain control over certain aspects of reality. That would not be too serious if all that mattered was the word “truth.” But what is actually at risk is consciousness of the moral dimension, of the moral framework of science and scholarship, because the ideal of truth is the moral ground of the pursuit of knowledge in its entirety. Here the close relationship of truth to what we are becomes obvious: What turns us into thinking human beings is the capacity to achieve what is true and correct, as well as the ability to think about everything, and thus to know and to understand reality to a certain extent.

The National University

I spoke earlier of “traditional” universities and of the fact that some people seem to believe that such institutions are obsolete and are already being replaced by institutions that are more like business enterprises and could even appropriately be called “knowledge factories.” Let us look more closely at the “traditional” or “classical” university, and at the same time, at the “national” university, because most if not all universities created in Europe in the nineteenth century were founded or revitalized by public authorities who saw them as the chief instruments in furthering the general interests of their respective nation-states, especially those states that were still in their infancy at the time.

In France, in 1806, Napoleon founded l’Université de France, also known as l’Université impériale, located in several different cities. In 1807, in Germany, the Kaiser decided to build a strong university in Berlin and asked a prominent scholar, Wilhelm von Humboldt, to write its statutes. Right from the outset, these national institutions represented two different conceptions of how to organize a university, thus offering different definitions of the university’s basic mission that would be influential in the coming years and decades. The British had their own, rather different

concept of academic training, but in all three perspectives, universities were seen as providing the state with well-educated people who would become public servants or leading figures in government, industry, and commerce.

These strong ties between universities and their nation-states still exist despite the erosion of national borders and the difficulties of financing public services. The two universities that I know best, the University of Iceland, founded in 1911, and the University of Luxembourg, founded in 2003,3 were created with the aim of qualifying individuals to confront the multiple problems faced by modern society and to develop the high levels of research and innovation that are essential at all levels. Obviously, these two universities did not expect to excel in all fields of study. Instead, they had to concentrate on particular subjects, according to their own capacities, and on what they regarded as valuable for their respective countries. At the same time, they had to provide their students with a good learning environment and establish close collaboration with other universities, both in teaching and research, not least because they found themselves competing with many foreign universities for good students, teachers, and researchers.

The competition between universities has indeed increased in recent decades, especially because of a growing emphasis on the international ranking of universities, a development that has gained the attention of the general public worldwide. In some cases, governments have been active in supporting or reorganizing

their universities in order to make them more “competitive” in precisely this sense. In many cases, at least in Europe, the ranking of universities has become the basis upon which contracts with domestic public authorities are made, these agreements specifying factors such as quotas for the number of graduate students and scientific publications and thus determining the level of financing that individual universities receive from public funds.

In order to understand the challenges facing contemporary universities, it is therefore necessary to keep in mind the close relationship between universities and their respective states as well as the different concepts and models that have played a substantial role in the construction and organization of universities since the 19th century. The essays included in this collection are meant to shed some light on these matters.4

In the first essay, “European Universities, Their Traditions, Challenges, and Missions,” I offer a schematization of the three European traditions: the French, German, and British models, and discuss the main problems and tasks that contemporary European universities, and perhaps universities worldwide, have to face in the present.

In the second essay, “The Aims and Institutional Structure of the University,” I compare the structure of universities as institutions with the structure of nation-states on the one hand, and business corporations on the other, in order to reveal the rationale or the logic that each of these different sorts of institutions has to obey.

In the third essay, “Future of European Universities: Basic Educational Aims,” I discuss the future direction of European universities in the wake of 10 years of the Bologna process, which brought coherence to several important organizational aspects of the structure of degree programs in European universities. I argue that it is time to revisit the distinction between three basic

aims of university education, namely general education, vocational education and theoretical education. Moreover, industrial and academic research should not be confused, despite the fact that they may have much in common.

In the fourth essay, “The Nature and Purpose of Academic Thought,” I describe some basic features of the theoretical way of thinking that has been developed in universities since the Middle Ages, which should be distinguished from political, religious and commercial modes of thinking. Theoretical thinking is presented as a way of solving problems of reflection, thereby helping us discover solutions to problems of existence. I also discuss the studium generale or the general education that many medieval universities established for the training of theoretical thought.

In the fifth essay, “The University and the Ethics of Knowledge,” I discuss the identity of the university and Clark Kerr’s concept of the multiversity. I argue that it is necessary to distinguish between the external roles of universities, which may vary from time to time, and their internal goals, which remain the same, as Kerr himself argues. In the second part of this essay, I discuss some aspects of the ethics that characterize academic activity, insofar as it remains faithful to its internal goals.

In the sixth and last essay, “The Ethical Mission of the University,” I concur with the Spanish philosopher, Ortega y Gasset, that the basic mission of a university is moral in a fundamental sense. He would prefer the term “cultural,” since in his view, culture “is what saves human life from being a mere disaster.”5 The essential mission of the university is to provide young people with ideas that make it possible for them to orient themselves in the world and make rational decisions and life-plans.


Here we return once again to the moral dimension of science and scholarship that reflects the main calling of the university, which is the free and unconditional pursuit of truth through the medium of creative and critical thought. It is this aim of moral culturalization that it is crucial for universities to bring to realization in the coming years and decades, and it is my fervent hope that that this book will help to awaken the sort of consciousness necessary to guide universities toward the realization of this aim.

1  In the Nordic countries and much of Continental Europe, the most common title for the chief administrator or head of a university is Rector (with different spellings in various languages). In the United States, the corresponding title is usually President and in the United Kingdom, Vice-Chancellor or Principal. In this text, I will continue to use the title Rector in referring to persons who hold an office of this kind.

2  Michael Oakeshott: “The Idea of a University,” in The Voice of Liberal Learning, New Haven and London: Yale University Press 1989, p. 98.

3  I was on the Board of the University of Luxembourg from 2004 to 2009. In 2006, I became president of a Committee for External Evaluation of the University of Luxembourg comprised of a number of international experts in evaluation, cf. my article “The First Steps of a New University – the Evaluation Process” in Université du Luxembourg 2001–2013, Luxembourg: Université du Luxembourg, 2013, pp. 162–167. I want to thank my colleagues on that committee for our many discussions concerning European universities, which certainly influenced many of the ideas and beliefs that are expressed in this book: Tove Bull, Bruno Curval, Jean-Marie Hombert, Norman Sharp, and Dirk Van Damme, who was replaced by Greetje van den Bergh in 2010. I also want to thank Steven Van Luchene, who became secretary of the committee in 2010, for his valuable contributions to our discussions.

4  I should warn the reader that these texts are written at different times and my terminology may differ somewhat from one article to another.

5  José Ortega y Gasset, Mission of the University, trans. Howard Lee Nostrand, New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 1992, p. 27. Originally Published in 1944 by Princeton University Press. Orthega’s Spanish text, Misión de la universidad, was published in 1930.







EUROPEAN UNIVERSITIES

Their Traditions, Challenges and Missions

THIS ESSAY HAS three aims: (1) to describe some main aspects of the present situation of European universities as regards their missions, educational aims and governing structures, (2) to explain what I see as problematic in the development of European universities in recent times, (3) to present some ideas on how I believe that European universities might continue to carry out their historical role of preserving, transmitting and gaining knowledge.1

My analysis is based partly on a generic description of European universities and partly on two universities with which I am intimately connected, namely the University of Iceland and the University of Luxembourg, both of which endeavor to live up to the European ideal.

The Present Situation of European Universities

European universities can be characterized with reference to three distinct academic traditions: the German tradition, which is often related to Wilhelm von Humboldt; the French tradition, which may be traced back to Napoleon; and a British ideal, which Cardinal John Henry Newman described in his famous work The idea of a University.2. In the present situation, these traditions have merged, creating tensions within European universities,

and indeed all over the world where universities operate to a greater or lesser extent on European models.

There are also three aspects that have to be taken into account when considering the university as an autonomous, social organization: it must have a meaningful goal or basic mission; it must also have a view of how to realize its mission through a specific action plan with clear targets; and finally, it must have a governing structure that allows it to organize itself in the manner most appropriate to its purposes, making its functioning both effective and effcient. The three traditions I have mentioned, the French, the German and the British, all diverge concerning these three basic aspects.

In the Napoleonic tradition, the mission. Is to provide the nation to which the university belongs with the knowledge and expertise it needs. The main educational aim or objective is, accordingly, the training of professionals who know how to perform their various functions for society, and the envisioned governing structure is hierarchical, the universities being subordinate to the state that funds them and regulates them.

In the Humboldtian tradition, the mission is service to scholarship or science. The main educational aim is, accordingly, the training of students for the advancement of the sciences, and the envisioned governing structure is collegial governance by academics themselves.

In the Newmanian tradition, the mission is service to the individual student. The educational aim is, accordingly, the development of the character and competences of the individual person, and the envisioned governing structure is professional management of the educational institution.

In order to understand the present situation of European universities, I think it is important to recognize that these different traditions have progressively converged. The so-called Bologna process, which has been a common policy of European countries since the year 1999, contributes directly to the amalgamation of

these different traditions by introducing a common degree structure, standardized recognition procedures, qualifcations frameworks and systems of quality assurance.

My main point is thus the following: a typical European university today is trying to simultaneously fulfll – in its own special way – all three different missions of serving the nation, the sciences, and the individual student; it is striving to reach the three different educational aims that I mentioned, and tends to have a governing structure that takes into account hierarchical regulation and academic self-governance while applying professional rules of management. In general terms, it does not accept the division of labor implied by the original ideals. A typical European university is thus full of tensions that stem from the fact that it is trying to adhere to all these various missions, aims and governing structures.

These tensions explain the internal dynamics of a typical European university and the conflicts it constantly has to resolve, both internally and externally. Its strength or weakness as an autonomous institution appears in the way it manages these tensions and conficts. The main challenge of each and every university in Europe is to create its own special identity within this common framework, from a rich and diverse academic heritage, and in a competitive environment.

Universities as Business Enterprises

In recent decades, there has been a strong tendency to change the universities in a way that could alter the academic world. Briefy stated, national states and business communities have urged the universities to adopt working methods that are believed to be efficient in industry and commerce. Universities have also been encouraged to become more market-oriented and to strive to modernize themselves in an entrepreneurial spirit.

There are many reasons for this trend. Firstly, universities,

which once catered to a small elite, have now become institutions for mass education. Their running costs have therefore multiplied. Secondly, they are looked upon as important drivers of economic growth. Thirdly, they also have taken on board many different fields and disciplines that were not traditionally considered to be within the purview of academia. Fourthly, there is a widespread need for theoretical and technical knowledge, and universities have been looked upon more and more as knowledge factories, producing educated main-d’œuvre and technical instruments to be used in the economy.

This development has generated new problems for European universities, not least because they have been asked to provide increasing services to society without getting the financial support they consider necessary to do so. They have had to do more with less money, i.e. to become much more efficient in terms of visible and immediate output than before, when scholars could take the time they thought appropriate to teach or to do research. In short, the universities have been encouraged to look at themselves as business enterprises that have to earn money by fulfilling specific, easily identifiable demands on the academic and educational market. Looking at the university as a business, one might say that it provides two products that are much in demand: diplomas or degrees that certify professional competence, and theories or methods that are useful for solving various kinds of technical problems.

Autonomy and Accountability: The Contract between the University and the State

The public policy of most European states has been aimed at making the universities autonomous, like independent companies, so that they can better adapt to the demands of society. At the same time, public authorities have made It quite clear to the universities that they have to demonstrate their accountability,

i.e. how they fulfill their responsibilities to society.3 Autonomy and accountability have become key concepts in European university policy. In order to make their autonomy and accountability clear, most (if not all) European universities now have contracts with domestic public authorities that stipulate what the universities have agreed to do within a given period of time and how much money the state will give them to complete the tasks they have taken on. One common and important part of such a contract is the condition that universities will develop their own internal quality-control systems, whereas the state will establish a corresponding external quality-assurance mechanism.4

There are many things that need to be recognized and respected when a contract is made between a university and a national state. Among these is the fact that most universities are trying to do more than their resources allow. This stems from the fact that the different missions of serving the nation, the sciences and the individual student are present in every university in Europe, and they are certainly very much present in the two universities I know best, the University of Iceland and the University of Luxembourg. The ambition of both these universities, as national universities, is to serve their respective nations by developing high quality teaching and research in many different fields. The state might want to reduce the missions and tasks of a given university, but an institution that follows its own nature always tries to develop in many different directions, because of the many different interests that are at stake, both within and outside the institution.


The public authorities have to respect this fact and recognize that the autonomy of a university consists not only of its capacity to make decisions at the top level regarding its specific objectives, but also in allowing its academics to develop their activities in the ways they think are the most appropriate. Accordingly, the accountability of a university should not only be thought of in terms of a set of tasks defined in a contract with the state, it must also be seen as an assumption of responsibility for satisfying the needs and demands of a great number of stakeholders, both within and outside the university.

Another fact closely related to the one mentioned above is that the state cannot possibly represent all the various stakeholders in a university, who range from the individual student and his/ her family to big business corporations or NGOs, not to mention all the cultural, political and economic interests that might be at stake in the development of a given university. In its contract with a university, the state should therefore not try to cover all the issues that might be of interest for society, but instead respect and rely on the freedom given to the expertise and zeal of any given university faculty to develop according to new opportunities of initiatives; the state trying to create favorable conditions for the university to perform as well as possible whatever it tries to do within the scope the institution sets itself. Here, an external quality assurance system can be most helpful, because it enables the university to look at itself as a whole from a perspective that is both objective and external. But we must never forget that accountability is an ethical concept that can never be completely grasped by technological methods, as is sometimes believed.

The Danger of Quantitative Criteria

A serious problem with the present development of European universities stems from the introduction into academia of instruments that have proven efficient in industry and commerce. Here I am referring to the increased use in the academic

community of various measurements that have become fashionable in recent times, as managerial methods appropriate in industry and commerce have been adopted by the universities. By having financial stakes attached, these measurements push individual scholars and institutions in certain directions according to the nature of the criteria that are being used. These criteria are quantitative and concern two specific outcomes or products of academic activity, namely academic degrees and scientific publications. A university that graduates the greatest number of doctoral students, produces the greatest number of articles in scientific journals, and has the greatest number of professors who are cited in these same journals is likely to be ranked among “the world’s leading universities.” Whether these same universities are good universities in the meaningful sense of educating their students, providing enriching services to their local communities, and advancing our understanding of the world and of ourselves, remains an open question.

One negative consequence of this development is that all universities tend to emphasize the same things, and uniformity is valorized at the expense of diversity, when the latter might be much more useful to society. This also means that important aspects of academic activity tend to be neglected, especially those that aim at improving education and administration, areas where objective standards for measurement are more problematic. Moreover, the quantitative nature of such objective standards is not appropriate for a proper evaluation of the quality of academic activity, which requires professional criticism, such as peer review. This is why the application, within the academic realm, of an industrial and commercial methodology that aims at increased production and sales is a real threat to the healthy development of the European academic community, and probably of the academic community worldwide.

A competition that is based on quantitative measurements is, to a considerable degree, alien to the activity and thinking of academics. In the academic world, there is, however, fierce competition

between ideas and theories, between different schools of thought, and of course between individual scholars in the same field. However, the results of this sort of competition cannot be evaluated according to any simplistic ranking, but rather require an ongoing critical debate that is more rigorous than any mechanical ranking. We are in fact facing two types of competition that are different in nature, and which should by no means be confused.

Economic Globalization and Academic Mondialisation

The idea of worldwide competition between universities for measurable achievements is very much in the spirit of the financial globalization which has led to the financial crisis that is still shaking the world. But this Idea is not in the spirit of the universal advancement of science and understanding that is the proper end of academic activity. The world is witnessing an academic mondialisation – if I may use this French word – which has been in progress for a long time and is mainly the work of the universities themselves, not only in Europe but also worldwide. Academic mondialisation is of an entirely different nature than the economic globalization that has captured European public attention over the last two decades. It has to do with knowledge, not money. One could say that just as banks are responsible for money, universities are responsible for knowledge. Knowledge resembles money to the extent that it can be distributed – or not – throughout the world; but it should be added that it is more interesting than money, because it can be distributed to everyone, everywhere, at the same time. And no one’s portion diminishes through sharing knowledge with others; on the contrary, the value of everyone’s knowledge increases when shared among many people.

The responsibility that universities have for knowledge is of the utmost importance, because it is through our knowledge – our theories, our technology, and our wisdom – that we create

and relate to our human world. That is why I use the French word mondialisation, the word monde meaning “world” and the word mondial meaning “worldwide.” a literal translation of mondialisation would be “making or rendering worldwide:” shaping the world.5

Our human world is made of and built upon our spirit, which includes our feelings, thoughts, ideas, projects and actions. That is why the academic mondialisation. I am talking about “wishes to be a humanization,” to quote the French philosopher, Jacques Derrida.6 But it is not certain that the present academic mondi-alisation is the humanization it aspires to be, for one simple but fundamental reason. If theoretical and technological knowledge is separated from the ethical intention of freeing human beings from oppression and ignorance, it is not certain that it will make the world a better place to live. Technological knowledge seems likelier to lead to global destruction if it is not understood as inherently intended to construct the human world.

The Technological Nature of Economic Globalization

When we look at the history of humanity, it is obvious that technological innovations and ideas have developed and spread more quickly than theoretical and ethical understanding. The economic globalization that has been in progress during the last decades is technological in nature, and academic faculties, research institutes and institutes of higher education have in fact made it possible. That is why the proponents of economic globalization have come to regard universities mainly, if not fundamentally, as “factories” within the global system of production

and commerce.7 And this explains (at least to a certain extent) why the principles of industry and commerce have been introduced into academia.

Academics have in fact gladly participated in this development, for one obvious reason: Their activity of searching for knowledge is now valued more than ever by the political and economic powers that provide the financial means to sustain it. Some academics have literally turned themselves into the willing servants of political and economic powers. The free market ideology, which teaches that all human relationships are at bottom of an economic nature, has of course also had an enormous effect on academic development worldwide for the last several decades.

The strength of the academic community – that is to say of the community of those who have chosen to devote themselves to the acquisition, preservation and transmission of knowledge – is what Derrida calls “an unconditional resistance” to all ideology, all dogmas, and to all the powers that would manipulate ideas and theories according to their own special interests, for example, “to state powers (and thus to the power of the nation-state…), to economic powers (to corporations and to national and international capital), to the powers of the media, ideological, religious and cultural powers, and so forth – in short, to all the powers that limit democracy to come.”8 The modern university, Derrida claims, should be “without condition.”

In addition to what is called academic freedom, the university demands, and ought to be granted, in principle, an unconditional freedom to question and assert – or going even further, the right to publicly state whatever research and thought concerning the

truth requires to be said. However enigmatic it might be, the reference to truth remains fundamental enough to be found, along with ‘light’ (lux) in the mottos of more than one university. The university professes to serve truth, and that is its profession. It declares and promises an unlimited commitment to truth.9

Humanization as the Project of the University

At this point, I would like to stress once again the essential and very deep tension within the concept of knowledge itself, a tension that is inherent in the missions of the university as outlined at the beginning of this paper. The “unlimited commitment to truth” refers to the mission of serving not only science or scholarship, but also humanity itself by revealing the truth about the world and ourselves. This commitment to truth is ethical and theoretical at the same time, but it has very little to do with “technological knowledge,” which aims to produce the means that will enable us to reach, as effectively as possible, whatever goals we aspire to. The main concerns of technology as such are not truth and justice, but rather success in doing whatever we might want to do, whether or not this be something we ought to want. It is economic in nature, and many think of efficiency as its ultimate value. This way of thinking has been systematically introduces into European universities in recent times and is, to my mind, threatening their future.

As I see it, the most important task of universities worldwide is to resist being overwhelmed by the influence of technological thinking in academia and to fight for a mondialisation of ideas and theories that inform us truly about our own humanity, illuminate different ways of existing in the world, and provide us with constructive and wholesome solutions to our life-problems. It is not enough for universities to insist upon their unconditional freedom to search for the truth; they must also recognize that

such freedom implies the obligation to share with other human beings the ideas, theories, beliefs, and values that may contribute toward meaningful human existence on earth. Instead of insisting on the technological elements of academic activity, one must now emphasize the ethical dimension of that activity, i.e. the point that theoretical and technological knowledge does not acquire its proper meaning unless it is made part of the human struggle against what is unjust and untrue. That is why the three missions which I mentioned at the beginning – service to science, to the nation and to the individual student – ultimately converge in this project, which each and every university must undertake in its own unique manner: that of humanizing the world.

I think that European universities have, in the past, greatly contributed to the global culture that is now in the making, a culture where human rights and dignity are respected. But I also believe that they have recently succumbed to what might be called the “technological temptation,” a tendency to overemphasize technical approaches and solutions as regards our theoretical and practical life-problems. I believe that they now need to recover the ideal of humanization, which is their most important legacy for future generations. For this recovery I think European universities need to see themselves as part of an international academic community dedicated to the same project. That is why an international and cross-cultural cooperation between universities is so important, giving academics the opportunity to share their ideas and beliefs and learn from the different academic traditions.

All universities should understand themselves as cosmopolitan institutions that have the ambition to serve not only their local communities but humanity at large. That is how they can help the nations of the world deal with the many theoretical, technical and ethical problems confronting them. Universities should bridge the gap between the different thoughts and ideas that can be found in all corners of our planet and bring people

together in the face of whatever divides countries, nations and individuals. The autonomy of universities, and their governance, has to be conceived in the spirit of this task of humanizing the world.

1  Based on a lecture presented in Hanoi, November 25, 2008, at the conference “Autonomy, Governance and Management in Higher Education in Asia and Europe,” First Roundtable under the EU Asia Higher Education Platform of the European Union.

2  John Henry Newman, The Idea of a University, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1996. (Originally published 1852 and 1858.)

3  This is often done by attaching funding directly to outputs; and this means that the universities become autonomous and accountable in the ways by which they produce these predetermined goods.

4  There are many interesting sides to this policy, especially when an informed and open dialogue between academics and politicians is developed as the contract between the state and a university is being prepared or renewed. Such a dialogue can be essential for the university in order to establish its autonomy vis-à-vis political and financial powers and also to make its internal autonomy clear, i.e. how it makes decisions as an independent entity and solves internal conflicts.

5  It is interesting to note that the word “world” is closely related to the Old Norse or Icelandic word “veröld.” The latter is composed of two words, “ver” meaning “man,” and “öld” meaning “time period.” “World” thus means “the time of man [on earth],” i.e. the period of human existence.

6  Jacques Derrida, “The University Without Condition,” in Without Alibi, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002, p. 203.

7  The universities have, since the middle of the 19th century, been highly important for industry. The natural and technological sciences have played a central role in this respect and will keep on doing so. But academics have always claimed that they are not merely servants of industry but rather independent searchers for new knowledge for the benefit of mankind.

8  Jacques Derrida, “The University Without Condition,” pp. 204–205.

9  Ibid., p. 202.







THE AIMS AND INSTITUTIONAL 
STRUCTURE OF THE UNIVERSITY

HOW IS THE UNIVERSITY to be organized Institutionally?1 This question has been much discussed recently, and many universities have been reorganized according to certain models that are now in fashion. But there has perhaps been too little systematic recognition of the fact that different institutional models are ordered to different ends; that is to say, it is the ends that are to be served that determine – or any rate should determine – the structure of an institution dedicated to those ends. If this is so, it is a mistake to focus too intensively on any one institutional model and to try to re-form every important institution according to a single paradigm.

I want to distinguish here between institutions of several different kinds and to consider the way in which their differences reflect their different ends. In particular, I will consider three central examples. This selection is by no means intended to be exhaustive; it is meant to be instructive, and to indicate the distortions that I perceive to exist in the organization of many universities and university systems.

Before I get down to brass tacks, let me just say that I believe the happy and effective functioning of society in the 21st century will depend on how well we succeed in getting the various types of institutions to work together in harmony, without any of them having to sacrifice their own character and without any one institution overwhelming the others. As I said, the difference between these different types of institutions rests in the difference between the fundamental goals or values according to

which each is ordered; and these fundamental goals and values determine the sort of ordering or organization that is appropriate for each institution and its proper mode of operation or work. My argument depends upon my conviction that there are inescapably many different kinds of central values, and that these cannot be reduced to any single common denominator. These different kinds of values include worldly goods, such as money; mental goods, such as aesthetic experience; and moral goods, such as justice.2

My idea is that each institution, or kind of institution, is ordered first and foremost to one particular type of value, even if values of other kinds are important for that institution and for those working within the institution. Conflicts can easily arise between different, incommensurable types of values, both within the institution and in connection with its external relations. The solutions to such conflicts consist in understanding and respecting the main objective to which the institution is ordered.

The National State

The first type of institution that I will discuss here is the national state. What are its fundamental values? The authors of the constitution of the United States gave what is perhaps the most succinct account of the values to which their newly-founded nation-state was dedicated - among its fundamental goals, they name “justice,” “domestic tranquility,” “the common defense,” “the general welfare,” and “liberty.” Perhaps not all of these would now be considered as the fundamental goals of every nation-state, but it is hard to imagine a more convincing list for any state that expects to secure the general welfare of its people and to stand tall within the family of nations in the modern world.

So, if we accept this list, the nation-state must be ordered or

organized in a way that is appropriate to the achievement – or at least to the attempted achievement – of these fundamental goals. This will mean, for example, that many important decisions must be taken democratically since that is generally agreed to be the best way we know to secure liberty, even if it is imperfect. Slavery, which was at one time a highly effective way of generating wealth for slave owners, must be rejected by the nation-state because it conflicts with liberty, justice and domestic tranquility. Certain institutions are necessary in order to constitute the nation-state: bodies such as legislatures and courts. And other institutional bodies need to be maintained in order to make the operation of the state possible, even if they are not constitutive of it, for example police departments and tax collection offices. These latter types of institutions may have immediate goals that differ from those of the nation-state itself and may be organized in different ways internally: for instance, a police department might not (and probably will not) be organized democratically. The organs of the nation-state, however, whether or not they are constitutive, must respect, and in no way undermine the fundamental goals of the nation-state itself, for these organs exist to support the project of the nation-state to which they belong. Thus, it might help the police in carrying out their duties if they were able to invade the privacy of a citizen at will, but this would be a breach of liberty, and perhaps of justice, and could lead to civil unrest. The nation-state itself may pursue various goals in addition to its fundamental ones – for instance, it might seek economic profit by engaging in commerce – but such an effort would have to be in rigorous accord with the state’s dedication to its fundamental goals. Otherwise, the nation-state becomes distorted and turns into something else which has no real claims to legitimacy.

The Business Corporation

The second type of institution is the business corporation. Its fundamental goal is economic profit, which it pursues by producing

goods or providing services and selling them on the market, and it will be ordered to this end. Thus, there will be workers and managers, and in all likelihood a hierarchical chain of command. Democracy will generally play only a minor role, if any, in decision-making, even though some companies have experimented with various kinds of decision-making models, some of which are democratic. Part of the organization will be dedicated to the management of cost-efficiency and will look for ways of eliminating inefficiencies and producing the corporation’s products or services more cheaply. Part of the organization will be dedicated to marketing and image-building, another part to the development of new products, and so on.

This type of institution has no inherent commitment to any of the fundamental values of the nation-state. Indeed, individual corporations may be so preoccupied with profit-making that they threaten the values of liberty, justice, the general welfare, and potentially, any of the values or ends to which the nation-state is fundamentally dedicated. Thus, one of the chief tasks of the nation-state must be to keep business corporations at bay, establishing specific fundamental rules that insure that their operations do not undermine the principles of the nation-state in the inherently unlimited search for profit to which corporations are dedicated. Business corporations may, to be sure, set other objectives for themselves, such as protection of the environment or support of the arts. And there are, of course, various factors that keep the behavior of the business corporation within certain bounds. There is the need to retain the confidence of the public, for instance, and perhaps there are the moral scruples on the part of individual businessmen. But these have proven very weak controls in situations where the state itself is incapable of drawing and enforcing some fairly stringent boundaries.

It should be quite evident from this why the state should not be run on the model of a for-profit business – which is not to deny that the nation-state and its organs might need to rely upon

certain “sound business practices” in their own operations, like meticulous accounting and overall efficiency.

The Educational Institution

The third category is the educational institution. What shall we say are its ends? In fact, this is a disputed matter, not least because there is more than one sort of educational institution. Michael Oakeshott has reiterated a very traditional view of the university, which is one of the principal types of educational institution in any advanced society:

A university is a number of people engaged in a certain sort of activity: the Middle Ages called it Studium; we may call it “the pursuit of learning,” This activity is one of the properties, indeed one of the virtues, of a civilized way of living; the scholar has his place beside the poet, the priest, the soldier, the politician and the man of business in any civilized society. The universities do not, however, have a monopoly of this activity. The hermit scholar in his study, an academy famous for a particular branch of learning, a school for young children, are each participants in this activity and each of them is admirable, but they are not universities. What distinguishes a university is a special manner of engaging in the pursuit of learning. It is a corporate body of scholars, each devoted to a particular branch of learning: what is characteristic is the pursuit of learning as a co-operative enterprise. The members of this corporation are not spread about the world, meeting occasionally or not at all; they live in permanent proximity to one another. And consequently we should neglect part of the character of a university if we omitted to think of it as a place. A university, moreover, is a home of learning, a place where a tradition of learning is preserved and extended, and where the necessary apparatus for the pursuit of learning is gathered together.3

Here, Oakeshott describes the end to which the university is

dedicated. It is an activity – the pursuit of learning, or studium. If this is the case, we may ask what the order or organization of an educational institution must be like in order to fit that end. Here we need to notice that organizational principles ordered to studium may differ among different sorts of educational institutions. For instance, the organization appropriate to an elementary school will differ, in important respects, from that appropriate to a language-school for adults, or from that of a university. The differences are in most cases obvious enough, and I will not elaborate on them here. But clearly, any educational institution must differ from a business corporation in its institutional structure. An educational institution must dedicate itself to studium as fundamental to its activity. While it is true that schools of various sorts can be run for profit, no institution where considerations of profit override or undermine the pursuit of learning is a true educational institution.

Even if profit cannot be the main objective of an educational institution, cost limits must be set for any such institution, whether it be profit-making or not; and these limits are determined by what taxpayers and fee-payers will tolerate or consider appropriate to pay for studium, which – although it is the fundamental goal of an educational institution – is not the fundamental goal of the nation-state or of society at large. Institutional learning can generally be improved by making it more costly: an educational institution can always benefit from more teachers per student, better teacher training, more books in the library, and so on. But making education more costly does not necessarily make it better and may indeed make it worse; that depends on whether the funding made available is intelligently and conscientiously used. There is an inherent tendency for universities (and of most institutions) to increase costs, and these must be constrained in the service of other values. But if an educational institution is organized as a business corporation in the name of cost-efficiency, then in addition to these natural and proper

limitations, its internal ordering may come into conflict with its fundamental goals.

The University as an Institution

Let us now have a closer look at the university. The university obviously falls within the category of “educational institution.” But as we saw earlier, the university is an educational institution of a particular kind. Oakeshott described it as a “corporate body of scholars” in various branches of learning, engaged in the pursuit of learning “as a co-operative enterprise.” What does this view, which I share, imply about the organization of the university?

Firstly, the university must function as a corporation of scholars, teachers, and students who share the same basic values of free inquiry into whatever subject they seek to understand. The university must be, and must see itself as a collectivity that is responsible not only for the specific tasks that each of its members might aim to accomplish within the institution, but also for the larger academic community and for the promotion of its basic values. The university community proper consists of those who share a dedication to the pursuit of learning in whatever field of study, and who are committed to the cooperation necessary to support this pursuit in an academic collectivity. I therefore think that the university needs a forum and a decision-making body (or, in some organizational plans, more than one) that takes part in the governance of the university, an academic senate, or some such institution. This kind of body needs to exist as a venue for making clear the needs, desiderata, and critical views of scholars in all the different fields pertaining to their effective participation in the cooperative pursuit of learning, which is the primary business of the university. In other words, the corporate body of scholars must, to a large extent, govern itself collegially. This is a traditional mode of governance within universities, which

is ill-understood by many people outside the academy. Neil MacCormick has explained collegiality as follows:

The principle of collegiality says that the participants in an activity should conduct themselves co-operatively and on the basis of mutual respect and shared responsibility for decision-making about that activity. Levels of mutual trust tend to be, and in fact have to be, quite high. Strongly or permanently hierarchical relations of authority and subordination are suspect and a substantially egalitarian attitude prevails among members of a relevant ‘college’ – though this is often markedly absent in dealings with outsiders to the college, in a way that is usually regrettable.4

It is fairly obvious why this principle is appropriate within a corporate body of scholars, which depends on the initiative and responsibility of each member and the support, criticism and academic vigilance of the members of the community with respect to each others’ scholarly work. Collegiality is a main feature of governance at the level of faculties and departments, for instance, the units which bear special responsibility for organizing and making possible the cooperative pursuit of learning within a given field of scholarship or a set of related disciplines. This is true academic governance, focusing first and foremost on the pursuit of learning.

Secondly, a university must be, and must see itself as a unity: as one body capable of acting as one person for the sake of maintaining the cooperative framework that is the basis of all individual academic endeavors. And for this it needs, I think, a strong governing body whose function it is to work for the unity of the institution, for its independence and autonomy, given both the limits that are set for it in the wider society and the diversity

of individual aims and opinions within the institution. This point is rather obvious. All institutions – be they public services or private companies – need people to represent them, whatever they might be called (say, “administrators,” “managers” or “directors”). Such persons must never lose sight of the fundamental aim of their institution; in particular they must work as hard as possible to keep this aim from being undermined by other considerations. In this connection, I like Clark Kerr’s image of the university president as a “gladiator” fighting for “freedom and quality.”5

Thirdly, it needs to be recognized, and is indeed clearly evident that the university is also an organization within the economic, social and political community that fosters it. I once asked a university president about his main concern for the future of his university, and he replied: “More parking space!” Amusing perhaps, but a university is also an organization that has to manage its affairs in much the same way that a city, a town, or an enterprise does, taking certain economic and material considerations into account. For this purpose, it will need other sorts of administrative bodies: accounting departments, technical services, buildings and maintenance departments, a student registry, and so on. Such units are necessary for the institutional functioning of the university. However, their internal organization is normally quite different from that of bodies dedicated to academic administration, and properly so, but it would be unwise to try to remake the latter in the image of the former, or to imagine that this might improve things in the university.

How are these various elements of governance to interact within the university? This is too complex a matter to discuss

here, but in general, I agree with MacCormick that the principle of subsidiarity should be a main rule of university governance. This principle says:

[…] that, in any hierarchy of authority, decision-making on any given subject matter should be reserved to the lowest level of hierarchy that is capable of effective and efficient decision making in relation to that subject matter. Subsidiarity so understood is favorable […] to local knowledge and sensitive to local condition and expertise.6

What I have just been saying reflects what I suggested in the introduction: We need to think of the university firstly as an institution dedicated to and ordered to the advancement of learning, secondly as a corporate community of scholars engaged cooperatively in critical conversation, but with various academic values and interests, and thirdly as an organization that has to be managed and operated in an effective and efficient manner, but in a way that is consistent with its institutional order.

What have we learned from these reflections? Despite what many people are saying and thinking, I have found no reason to abandon the traditional idea of what a university is, which has been so well expressed by Oakeshott. In particular, I have argued that the rapid changes in the world and in society which we see all around us do not give us grounds for putting aside this traditional vision.

To be sure, the changing world provides new challenges to which universities must react. Many of these changes pose threats to the university, at least potentially. In the current climate, universities are compelled to devote more and more of their energies to the acquisition of funding, to recruiting students (for whom they compete with other universities), and consequently to presenting an attractive face to “the market.” These things are threatening not because they are bad in themselves – indeed, they have often led to real improvements in the

academy – but because they encourage people both inside and outside universities to lose sight of what is essential to academia. The university must, to a certain extent, compete on the “education market,” but it must assiduously resist the internalization of a “market mentality.” Other high-profile contemporary changes, such as the computer revolution and the advances in communications technology, are changes that can help the community of scholars in its pursuit of learning. But none of these changes suggests to us new academic values. Those are the same as ever, as far as I can see, and given that those values are fundamental to the academy, its traditional organizational framework will not be removed.

When we come to the university – as students, teachers or researchers – we are recognized and accepted as members of an association preoccupied with knowledge or understanding, an association that is universal in nature and has no clear boundaries whatsoever. This is the idea of the university, which is reflected in various ways by individual universities, each of which may give this idea a particular interpretation.

If the traditional university is to continue to exist – as I firmly believe it should – it must demonstrate to the wider society, and indeed to the world at large, that its special form of internal governance is essential to its functioning as a wellspring of creative, critical thinking, and of the ideas and visions which humankind needs in order to develop and face what the future brings. These values that the traditional university provides are essential to the development of the spheres of politics and economy. If the traditional university should be made to disappear, these spheres will find that they have become rootless. The future of civilization depends on the globalization of these conditions of learning and studying for all humankind. And for this globalization, universities offer our best hope.
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THE FUTURE OF EUROPEAN UNIVERSITIES

Tree Educational Aims

Setting the Stage

THE JUMPING-OFF POINT for this article concerning the future direction of European Universities is the so-called Bologna process, a project initiated by universities and ministers in charge of higher education in 29 European countries in 1999 (now 47 countries) to create a European Higher Education area based on international cooperation and academic exchange.1 This was done by designing a coherent structure of degree programs, and a comparable credit system representing student workload, to make the content and meaning of a degree granted by a European university transparent to other educational institutions, employers, and to students themselves. All European academics and university administrators will be at least somewhat familiar – and some very familiar – with this process (by now largely implemented), but the general reader may not be. Irrespective of the individual reader’s familiarity with this initiative, however, this article will have much to say to anyone interested in the development of European universities and of universities throughout the world.

The main argument I will develop is that for the future development of European universities we should keep in mind the distinction between three basic aims of university education, namely general education, vocational education and theoretical Or academic education. I will also argue that within the universities, a distinction should be made between industrial and academic research, despite the fact that they might have much in common.


The Bologna Process and Beyond

One way of looking at the Bologna process is to see it as a reaction to the technological developments of the last three to four decades. Such development, which concerns all of our social systems, be they economic, political or cultural, is seen as requiring a renewal of our educational systems, especially in the domain of higher education. There are three reasons for this. Firstly, there is a growing demand for educated main-d’œuvre in all the basic sectors of society. Secondly, there is an increased demand for innovation everywhere: for new inventions, new tools and instruments, new ways of communicating, of producing, and of selling whatever can be put on the market. And thirdly, scientific research and public discussion that makes reference to such research are considered to be the main vehicles for finding solutions to the various problems that we face.

This has led to ever-greater demand for university education, and the universities have therefore grown tremendously in recent decades and will very likely continue to grow until most of the population has received some university education. Although there are various types of universities, there is a clear tendency worldwide to increase research in universities and to make higher education more theoretical in order to meet the increased need for understanding and to cope with the various problems we face in contemporary society. In order to meet this increased demand, an urgent need for the reorganization of higher education has been felt both inside and outside the academy.

Consequently, the main lines of the Bologna process have basically been organizational or structural: The aim has been to provide Europe with a coherent and effcient university system that

stimulates mobility and employability, making the European countries more competitive in the global economic market. In many ways this goal has been reached, or is being reached, through a common degree structure, standardized recognition procedures, qualifications frameworks and systems of quality assurance. In addition to this, a common policy for specifying so-called “learning outcomes” has been established which, to my mindm is also related to the emphasis on harmonizing curricula.

Although a certain resistance may be observed, European universities have on the whole been receptive to this common policy, which has opened up new challenges and new opportunities for students and university teachers in Europe and other parts of the world. But in addition to this common policy, which has basically been concerned with procedures, there is a need for a shared vision and direction concerning the basic aims of the universities, how these aims are to be understood, and how they are then to be attained or approached.

There seems to be a common understanding in Europe of the principal functions of universities. They are concerned with teaching, research, and service to society related to teaching and research. Everybody can agree with this last statement, but differences and disagreements tend to emerge as soon as we start discussing what kinds of teaching and what types of research should be developed in a given university, and how the university is to provide services to society on the basis of teaching and research.

I will now discuss each of these three main functions and make some proposals for encouraging new initiatives in the development of European universities.

The Traditional Basic Aims of Universities

In teaching, universities have, since the Middle Ages, had three different aims that are sometimes closely related within a given field, sometimes clearly separated, and sometimes mixed or confused.
The first aim was to provide students with a general education (called studium generale) in order to prepare them for life as thinking human beings. The second aim was to offer professional education in a field such as medicine, law, or the priesthood. The third aim, which was clearly implicit both in studium generale and in professional education, was to offer theoretical education, i.e. an education aimed at the advancement of learning within a wider or narrower domain. But it should be noted, in the light of current ideas, that professional and theoretical education at that time worked hand in hand, since the objectives of professional education were themselves largely the advancement of learning in their respective fields, rather than merely vocational training, because a professional education was not required for the purposes of the legal or medical vocations: that was largely a matter of apprenticeship. Only in the 20th century did a legal or medical degree gradually become a prerequisite for licensing (itself a relatively recent innovation).

The trend toward a university education being required for more groups, which has been seen in Europe since World War II, and which has accelerated greatly in recent decades, has been determined by the massification of education as mentioned above. The goals of the great numbers of students seeking university education, and the understanding of university education that has become common among members of the general public and political officials in the wake of this massification, have also influenced this trend.

The majority of students now seeking tertiary education undoubtedly view it as connected with employment and their future careers. The development of technology, along with various social developments, have indeed created a need for advanced training in various fields, such as informatics, library and information science, communications, education, graphic design, agriculture and business management – in addition to the classical professions, such as law, medicine and engineering. The newer “professional” or technical fields have come

piecemeal into the universities as a means of attracting students (and funding), or have been taught in tertiary-level “vocational” institutions, many of which were called “polytechnics” or the like, rather than “universities”. As these developments occurred, employers seeking certification of technical and vocational competence gradually ensured (often formally, but in some cases informally) that a tertiary degree became the equivalent of a professional “license,” Indeed, one could see this as one of the main aspects of if not one of the driving principles behind the Bologna process. Finally, for various reasons (not typically academic or scientific), pressure was exerted to erase the distinction between the tertiary vocational training institutions, or “polytechnics,” and the universities. In this way the function of the university (and of the institution itself) has been obscured and “vocationalised.” This has also created confusion about the aims of teaching and research, and in that way undermined the academy.

The Basic Aims of Universities in an Age of Mass Education

I do not mean to imply that the “massification” of thertiary education is a bad thing. On the contrary, I think that it is overall a very good thing, both for the individual and for society at large. Moreover, I do not view a polytechnic as a lesser sort of institution than a university, nor do I view “vocational” education as a lesser sort of education than academic education, as traditionally conceived. Many people seem to be allergic to the term “vocational” as indicating something demeaning or mundane rather than elite. That is a prejudice we should try to overcome. The fact is that most students nowadays seek a tertiary education as supportive of a particular career, and there is nothing inferior or demeaning about that, and nothing second-rate about career education. It is merely that such education – whether it is termed professional, vocational or given some other name – has

different objectives than academic education, although there is certainly some overlap, and the boundaries are in many cases fuzzy. I do not mean in any way to promote the academy as an elitist institution. In my opinion, it is time to recognize the great and independent value of tertiary-level career education and to stop trying to equate academic education with career opportunities (although such opportunities may indeed exist). If we can do this, then the massification of tertiary education will turn out to be a thoroughly wholesome thing. It will be more effective than it is presently in preparing students for various professions and careers, without undermining the academy, which as I have maintained, has a central role in the development of human knowledge and understanding and would thus be difficult, if not impossible, to replace. I believe that this is a matter of some urgency.

Let us return to the three traditional teaching aims of the university, as I have called them. I recognize them all as legitimate and important and believe they should be preserved. The question is how to serve these aims in the contemporary context.

I believe it would be healthy for us to recognize something that has now become obscure, namely that to the extent that essentially vocational education remains within the universities, students in vocational (or “professional”) programs will have only a limited need – and many of them certainly only a very limited desire – for theoretical education. It would be wrong to think that they have no need for this; but the primary target group for theoretical education will always be students who aim not first and foremost at vocational training, but rather those who intend to devote themselves to the advancement of learning in whatever field they have chosen: for example philosophy, literature, law, medicine, informatics, or communications. They require a scholarly, scientific or academic education in the traditional sense. In medicine, for example, some theoretical education (including ethics) is necessary for all students, whereas a rigorous theoretical education is essential for medical researchers, though not for

clinicians. In law, again, some theoretical education is necessary for all students, but much more so for those who aim at treatise writing or the judiciary, and rather less so for those who hope to be litigators, or those who want to draft contracts or practice corporate tax law. The professions are not all of one kind when it comes to the question of the extent of theoretical education needed for the practical vocation. In philosophy or literature, of course, tertiary education is wholly theoretical or close to it.

So, as I indicated earlier, it might be wise to revert to a division between academic and vocational institutions of tertiary education. The trouble is that the trend of the past decades will hardly be reversed. It would be more practical, and I think advisable, to distinguish between academic and vocational training programs within the university, as is already done to some extent (albeit to a limited extent, and irregularly). The implication is that the qualification sought is intended for the application of learning rather than the advancement of learning. Again, I think it is useful to think of the distinction between training a student to become a medical researcher and training a student to become a medical doctor (a clinician) who aims at the application of her or his knowledge. Note that “professional education,” as I have described it, would be seen as having both vocational and academic varieties.

The Aim of General Education

I have now commented on two of the three traditional teaching aims of the university. But what about the third: the aim of general education? Here I believe that any program of university education – whether vocational or academic, technical or theoretical, scientific or humanistic – should begin with a solid and comprehensive general education, deeper and more rigorous than the education offered in the secondary schools. There are a number of reasons for this. I will enumerate four. The first is that many beginning university students do not know which

subject or profession would best suit them as individuals; the most useful education for them at the beginning of their university careers would be the one that trains them for dealing critically with the problems of life and of society, and which would provide a valuable platform for any more specialized field of endeavor. A second reason, related to the first, is that in modern society people have to be ready to change professions or fields of work, perhaps more than once during their lives; the most valuable basic education will provide the skills and resources that are useful everywhere in the community. A third reason is that the sort of education imagined here will support the fulfillment of the individual, helping him to live a more meaningful and satisfying life, independently of his profession or field of work. And the fourth reason is that this kind of general, university-level education is necessary for a person to perform the functions of citizenship in modern society, or at least in any modern society that pretends to be democratic. General education of this sort would aim at the exercise and augmentation of sound reason, “common sense,” or what Descartes called le bon sens, the capacity to make unbiased judgments based upon what is true, just and good for humankind. If we can teach the virtues of rationality and objectivity we will certainly be doing something truly important for the improvement of economic and political life in a democratic society.

Some existing schools in Europe pursue this path in one way or another. I know of at least one engineering school (“Thechnical university”) in France that requires all of its students (all students registered in one branch of engineering or another) to take at least one-third of their courses in humanistic or social science disciplines. How well this fulfills the aims of general education, as I have outlined them above, I do not know; but it at least reflects recognition of a similar principle. American universities have so-called “distribution requirements” at the undergraduate level, which means that all students must take a certain number

of humanities courses, natural science courses, social science courses, and so on, regardless of their major field of study; and this again reflects the principle of general education. And at one time, Columbia University in New York developed a brilliantly designed and highly reputed, university-level general education program incorporating a “Contemporary Civilization” and “Humanities” (great books) core, although it seems to have eventually withered away. But if the value of this kind of general education program were articulated and recognized, I believe it would flourish and raise the level of European university education.

University Education and the Status and Aims of Research

We now need to look at the status of research as it has evolved in the universities in recent decades, because we commented earlier that according to a common understanding, at least in Europe, universities are concerned with teaching, research and service to society. There has been a strong tendency to increase the emphasis on research in universities, and various systems of incentives have been invented in order to ensure that academics engage more and more in research.

But what is research? The classical understanding is clear: research is one aspect of the preoccupation with knowledge or what was called studium in Latin. The other two aspects of that preoccupation, as it developed in universities, are the transmission and preservation of knowledge, whereas research strives to obtain new knowledge through theoretical and experimental inquiry. Of course, research has also been practiced outside universities, both by individual scholars and within special centers or institutes; but it has remained a central aspect of the activity of academics working in universities since the Middle ages, an aspect closely related to the other two aspects of studium.

The founding father of the University of Berlin, Wilhelm von Humboldt, saw the connection between teaching and research, professors and students, as the basic principle of the university. And his ideas have had an enormous influence on the way in which academics themselves think about the university. For Humboldt, research was the inspirational source for the transmission and preservation of knowledge. And this implies that research is not only the search for new knowledge but also a constant reflection on how to preserve and transmit it, the ultimate goal being the Bildung of young people, and through them, of human society as such.

But now the massification and the ensuing vocationalisation of the universities has clouded the traditional association of research with teaching. The special relevance of research applies to theoretical education: that is, in effect, teaching students how to conduct original research, because that is the way learning is advanced. Students with vocational aims are not overly interested in learning the craft of independent research; and when teachers are therefore supposed to relate research to their teaching, the very concept of research – that is, of academic research in its traditional sense – is obscured.

University Research and the “Commercialization of Curiosity”

It is also the case that in the absence of public support, politicians and university administrators have sought funding for research from industry. A distinction has to be made between industrial and academic research. One way of making that distinction is to point out that academic research is or should be freely available to anyone interested in it, but the results of industrial research are often only accessible to those who might have a direct financial interest in them. Moreover, what distinguishes these two types of research “is not their content or method, but their different aims or purposes”:


The aim of industrial research is to develope, improve and test marketable [products]; it is profit- or market-driven research. […] The aim of academic research is the advancement of knowledge and understanding; it is, in a word, curiosity-driven research.2

Just as vocationally-oriented students are not overly interested in theoretical education, so industry is not overly interested in sponsoring academic research, although in fact it does so to a considerable extent. The university is the traditional and proper locus of academic research. This does not mean that it has, or ought to have a monopoly on such research. It is often a good idea to have special research institutes, for instance, that pursue the types of academic research that require expensive equipment or facilities. And if industry wants to sponsor or host academic research, so much the better. But it is academic research that is relevant, and necessary for theoretical education. If we are going to have universities that are responsible for the advancement of learning and for educating those who will carry forward the torch of knowledge, the need for academic research must be recognized, and this research must be adequately funded in all scholarly and scientific fields in connection with every regular academic position; it must not be dependent on the whims or preferences of industry, government, or even a university administration, but must rather be controlled by the scientific ambitions and curiosity of the researchers themselves. Their performance must of course be assessed, but by peer review.

The university’s service to society should not be understood

as consisting of work for industry or government. Industrial research is the business of industry, not the universities. The main service of the university to society lies in the provision of well-educated and well-trained students as practitioners of various jobs and professions, and in the advancement of knowledge. Note that since it is neither content nor method, but purpose that distinguishes industrial from academic research, the industrial researcher, presumably an employee of industry, will need to have received a theoretical education supported by academic research.

It must be admitted that it is not always easy – or even reasonable – to draw a sharp distinction between industrial and academic research. But the main point is that academic research should be adequately and reliably supported and not be enslaved to the needs or preferences of industry. Industry does not shoulder responsibility for the advancement of learning; that is the essential (though not exclusive) responsibility of the universities. No one – least of all Europeans – should think that this is of little moment or would be best left to others (the Americans or the Chinese, for example).

Knowledge, or learning, must not only be advanced, but also preserved and transmitted. The knowledge that has been achieved is not, and should not be the exclusive property of an elite; it belongs to all mankind. It is difficult to guess how a discovery in one field might, or might not be relevant to other fields. One problem of the academy is that of overspecialization. This is encouraged by the mechanisms that have been set up for professional advancement. It is necessary for certain scholarly and scientific purposes that academic specialists write and teach for other academic specialists in the same field. It is, on the other hand, more generally necessary for the transmission and preservation of learning – and for that matter for the advancement of learning – that academic accomplishments be made accessible to workers in other areas, students in other disciplines,

and in many cases to the general public. European universities, as academic institutions, could be improved by encouraging a truly interdisciplinary spirit, complementary to more narrowly disciplinary ambitions. Narrow disciplinary interests are to a great extent entrenched in university structures and policies, and these restrictive factors have not been addressed by the Bologna process, which in certain ways supports disciplinary separatism.

Summing Up: Whither the Universities?

In short, the advancement of European universities depends, in my view, on reflection upon the essential differences between vocational and theoretical education – both of which are now encompassed by the contemporary “multiversity” – and on taking appropriate action to prevent the erosion of theoretical education. There is no reason why vocational and theoretical education cannot coexist and be mutually supportive within university institutions. But in order for this to happen, their differing natures, needs and importance need to be explicitly recognized and accommodated. The bias of the Bologna process toward vocationalisation needs to be addressed. Similarly, the difference between industrial and academic research needs to be recognized, and the increasing subjugation of academic research to industrial research needs to be reversed. The principal “product” of the universities must be seen as consisting of well-trained and well-educated students, not of direct inputs to industry or government. The universities should not, in general, take on government or industrial projects; or at least not in a way that results in projects diverting academic effort away from theoretical, “curiosity-driven” research or teaching. The advancement of learning per se must be recognized as a valuable and necessary contribution to society, and one that society must support financially. And academia must not be forced into narrow

specialization – although a great deal of specialization is necessary – but must rather be encouraged to move in the direction of interdisciplinary fluidity in the interest of the advancement of learning itself.

1  This paper was written at the request of Germain Dondelinger, who asked me for reflections on the future development of European universities after 10 years of the Bologna process. It owes much to discussions with and the assistance of Mikael M. Karlsson.

2  Mikael M. Karlsson, “The Commercialization of Curiosity,” plenary address to the Centennial Meeting of the Nordic Council of Ophthalmology, June 20, 2000. Karlsson here intends to indicate loosely what he takes to be defining characteristics of different sorts of research. In other words, what should count as “industrial” or “academic” research is in part defined by its being market-driven, on the one hand, or curiosity-driven, on the other. The research and development facilities of many commercial corporations are largely engaged in “curiosity-driven” research which, if properly contextualized, would be classified by Karlsson as “academic.” Those facilities might exist for the sake of market aims, but the researchers are driven by “curiosity.”






THE NATURE AND PURPOSE OF 
ACADEMIC THOUGHT

TODAY, UNIVERSITIES worldwide play an ever-greather role in shaping our daily lives and our social orders.1 One obvious explanation for this is the increasing significance and reach of sophisticated knowledge. This makes it necessary for people to acquire an education that will enable them to gain and apply knowledge of various kinds to a myriad of different tasks and projects. In light of this, we need to develop a clear concept of the nature and purpose of the sort of thinking that is required for the development of knowledge and hence of the missions specifically required of our universities. The aim of this paper is to present some thoughts that may be helpful for understanding theoretical thinking and the academic institutions that foster it.

Let us start by looking at two matters that concern universities as academi. Institutions. In the first place, they are the most universal institutions that can be found in the contemporary world. Secondly, the activity that has predominated. In universities for centuries, and is still predominant is theoretical thinking. These two statements about universities are closely related. The university is a cosmopolitan institution, an. In consequenc. Individual universities share a common structure and ethos, whatever their social, historical, national or international situations happen to be. This fact creates a brother- and sisterhood of very different people who, in a deep sense, share the same mode

of thinking, even if it is applied to very diverse subject areas, and even though they may disagree on many specific issues. When an academic visits a university far away from his home country, he always has the experience of encountering the same kind of thinking and the same attitude toward academic exploration that he is familiar with at home, a kind of thinking that is by its very nature universal and cosmopolitan. In order to understand the cosmopolitan dimension of universities, one has to have a clear idea of the kind of thinking that characterizes universities.

The Nature of Theoretical Thinking

How can this kind of thinking be described? Let us first state what it is not. It is not a political mode of thinking, characterized by different visions of how to organize society and settle debates over what serves the common good. It is not a religious type of thinking, where convictions concerning the ultimate source of meaning and existence are at stake. And it is not a commercial way of thinking, where economic advantage is the ultimate criterion of success. Political, religious, and commercial thinking are all very important, but they differ from the theoretical types of thinking to which universities are devoted. Theoretical or academic thinking has only one basic objective, namely to be able to understand and explain whatever it may encounter. It is by nature neutral regarding all other interests, be they political, religious, or commercial. And that is why theoretical thinking is normally not especially required in our daily lives, where we constantly have to make decisions on political, religious, or commercial grounds.

It is a fact, nevertheless, that in daily life, with its problems and projects, we have become increasingly dependent on the results of theoretical thinking. Why is that? Here it is useful to make a distinction between problems of life and problems of reflection. A problem of life is a problem that has to be solved if our lives are not to be degraded or destroyed. A problem of reflection is

a problem that arises when we try to find the best solution to a problem of life. To take an example, imagine that you are sick. and that this creates a problem for you. If you are not seriously ill, you will immediately start to reflect on the best way to deal with the problem: Should I go to bed? Take a walk? See a doctor? Discuss the problem with a friend? Choosing among these options is a problem of reflection. In order to solve this problem, you can set up different solutions in your mind and test them theoretically, that is to say without carrying them out in reality.

Thus, in finding the best solutions for many of the important problems of life, we need to try out, theoretically, a series of solutions in order to be able to decide which is the one that could be best carried out. And in consequence, when we carry out what we take to be the best solution to a problem of life, we are prepared for all sorts of eventualities that we have foreseen in our prior reflection. This explains how we have become increasingly dependent upon theoretical thinking in sustaining our everyday ways of thinking.

Of course, in everyday life, we face all kinds of practical problems that have to be dealt with immediately, leaving little or no room for reflection. At such times, it is crucial that we have received the sort of education that prepares us for making good decisions.

Such an education is based on the practice of theoretical reflection, which requires the application of critical thinking. But this education, as such, has two components, a technical component and an ethical one. The technical aspect of education consists in learning how to do something; the ethical aspect consists in coming to understand for what purpose one does this or that, and why this matters. We can thus speak of specific competences in doing something, and of the special virtues that are required to make our actions good. This distinction is important in order to understand how we apply theoretical thinking in our ordinary lives. Quite often we know how to do something in a technical manner, but that does not mean we know whether the

circumstances are appropriate for applying this knowledge in order to accomplish something good, that is to solve a problem of life. What is required is ethical reflection that can bring us to understand the values that are at stake in a given human situation. Wisdom is perhaps the most important virtue in human relationships. It is acquired through the application of theoretical, critical thinking in our everyday lives when we try to find solutions to our problems of life. So let us look more closely at the kinds of problems we actually face from day to day.

Problems of Contemporary Life

The problems of life can be classified in various ways. John Kekes, an American philosopher, makes a clear and useful classification. He proposes distinguishing between three areas within which we face problems of life: The first concerns “problems of life having to do with the satisfaction of various physiological needs, health, shelter, and protection; the problem is to safeguard one’s physical security and well-being.”2 Science and technology generate the theoretical reflections that help us find the best solutions to this type of problem. The second problem-area concerns our relations to other people and society, about which Kekes remarks: “The typical problems of life in this context have to do with one’s attitude to family, strangers, friends, sex, authority, violence, and other social phenomena,”3 and in this regard the problems of reflection are the theoretical problems of politics, morality, and the law. The third problem-area “has to do with people’s attitude to themselves. […. It concerns the pursuit of a rich and interestin internal life, self-knowledge and self-acceptance.” Problems of life in this area have to do with our “attitude to […] death, pain, suffering, to [our] physical and psychological limitations and capacities.”4 The problems of

reflection “arise out of the need to imaginatively expand one’s horizons so that new options may be discovered,”5 and for that purpose humanities, art, and literature are likely to be helpful.

These three problem-areas show the great variety of problems of life to which reflection and theoretical thinking apply. And universities are, and have been the sanctuaries of theoretical thinking. Their role has always been the discovery, transmission and preservation of the knowledge pertinent to dealing with all possible problems and questions. That is why academics are expected to be interested in all kinds of questions and problems and ready to discuss whatever subject might be raised. The common interest of academics is: How can we understand the world and how can we, through our understanding, change it for the better? Of course there is no simple answer to this question. Rather, the question points towards a ceaseless effort to develop, discover, and explain ideas that may help us organize our thoughts and lives. Theoretical thinking thus has to be applied very carefully. Prudence or caution is perhaps the central virtue that we need, in addition to curiosity, in our search for wisdom.

But there are other ways of applying human thought that are quite different from theoretical thinking. One is nihilistic thinking and another is ideological thinking. These two modes of thinking are based on two different principles that share a common, systematic opposition to the principles of theoretical thinking. The main principle of nihilistic thinking is to tell people that there is nothing they can rely on as ultimate grounds for their beliefs, thoughts or convictions: that they are doomed to make these up if they want to have them. In contrast, the main principle of ideological thinking is to tell people that there is something they ought to believe and adhere to as a sacred truth if their lives are not to be a misery or a disaster. The main principle of theoretical thinking lies somewhere between these two: It consists of being skeptical about all ideas or beliefs under

consideration while trying to discover truth as well as good reasons for holding something to be the truth.

Quite often these two modes of thinking, the nihilistic and the ideological, join forces against theoretical thinking. They do so by making use of rhetorical techniques in order to charm people by claiming to reveal to them something that they have not seen, to convince them of something they have not believed so far, and perhaps to express some kind of unconscious desire. To think theoretically involves resisting both nihilistic and ideological thinking. Nihilism and ideology are wild ways of thinking and dangerous for humankind if they outweigh theoretical thinking. But fortunately they are in most cases not totally immune to rationality and are in fact tempered and controlled by a degree of theoretical reasoning that refers to fact, truth, and objectivity.

Accordingly, one of the most important tasks of the universities is to cultivate theoretical thinking and to teach people how to apply it for the discovery of good solutions to the various problems of life. This is precisely what the universities set out to do in the Middle Ages, and they succeeded so well that we can still learn from them today. The most interesting and complicated aspect of human life is the fact that human beings are reflective knowers: that they are born, live, and die developing a knowledge of themselves, of the world, and of everything in it. Seeking knowledge is precisely the way in which a thinking being relates to itself and to everything else. That invites the question of which competences and virtues are needed to develop this kind of relationship to oneself, to others, to reality and to the whole world.

The first universities sought to answer this question in a practical manner, and their descendants have been trying to answer it ever since. And, wittingly or not, many contemporary universities are in fact rediscovering the approach of the first universities. Let us then have a brief look at the system of education of those early universities and its significance for us today.


The Universities of the Middle Ages

The universities of the Middle Ages had two basic educational aims. They provided a general education, that is an education that was relevant for everyone. And they offered professional education in special fields. In both the general and professional studies, they educated their students in theoretical thinking.

Seven liberal arts formed the two cycles of university studies that provided general education before students were allowed to enter professional studies, the latter being, at that time, theology, medicine and law. The first cycle, called the trivium, included three disciplines: grammar, dialectic and rhetoric, which aimed at training students to master ideas and thoughts through language (grammar), to articulate ideas and thoughts in their logical order (dialectic), and to express these ideas in an appropriate manner for others to follow and understand (rhetoric). After pursuing these studies for two or three years, a student could embark on the second cycle, the quadrivium, which aimed for mastery of ideas and thoughts about the world through geometry, arithmetic, astronomy, and music.

It is important to grasp the logic of these two cycles. The first was intended to make the communication of ideas and thoughts better and more effective in one’s own mind and among people generally. The second cycle was intended to teach people the disciplines necessary for understanding reality as a cosmic order, where harmony, measure, and rhythm are the keys to understanding. Music (which included literature and history), arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy all contributed to this end. Having completed these two types of studies, the students were considered fit to start their professional education and eventually to become priests, lawyers or medical doctors.

There are several interesting aspects to this way of organizing a studium generale or general education; at least five of them are worth noting:


1. The primary emphasis is on competence, not on content.

2. These basic competences all concern speech and the communication of ideas, thoughts, and beliefs.

3. The content consists of the theoretical ideas and methods of the basic disciplines (music, arithmetic, geometry, astronomy) that concern fundamental aspects of reality (harmony, measure, form, heavenly relations).

4. The curriculum is organized in such a way that there is a progression from what is close at hand towards what is abstract, invisible or celestial.

5. This education is meant to be good for everyone, regardless of his or her intended occupation, career or professional domain.

The Current Mission of the University

How does this concept of general education relate to the classification I made earlier of areas of problems of life?

1. It starts with the problem one has in relation to oneself: one has to master language, thinking, and expression in order to stand on one’s own feet as a thinking being.

2. It makes it possible to build up intelligible and rational relationships to other people in human society.

3. It grounds our understanding of the real worlds its wonders. Its challenges, and the possibilitied it offers.

In this educational scheme, humanities and the natural sciences go hand in hand. They share a common mode of thinking – the same sort of Intelligence that is to be found in understanding oneself, understanding human society, and understanding natural reality. Moreovery it is taken for granted that we are all, as thinking beings, of the same nature, that the was in which people relate to one another are basically the same, and that the

world, the cosmos, is intelligible to us all in the same way. This is an educational mission befitting a cosmopolitad institution like the university.

Now, what it important to emphasize – even in it appears obvious – is that this cosmopolitad institution is not located in heaven, but on earth. And in Interesting to note that people have, from the outset, had a special way of naming universities, that is naming them for the place in which they are located. this indicates that universities are intimately related to the community that fosters them. One cannot easily displace universities from the place where they were “born” or established. One cannot move oxford university to california, china or australia (although one can of course create something like an afliate). But even in the Middle ages, scholars and students lef certain universities if they were not able to study there in the way that they wanted. And this still happens frequently today. During the Middle ages, towns went to great lengths to attract scholars and students because of the importance for the community of having such people around. So one very important task of universities and the communities that foster they is maintaining close working relationships, and this involves defining the interests that are at stake, both for the university and the community.

One aspect of this task is to sustain a continuous dialogue concerning the problems of life and the problems of reflection that are of particular interest and concern to the locality. To develop such a conversation, we need a frame work of ideas that helps us clarify the issues which we agree are important. We also need, of course, suitable social and political frameworks within which to organize the conversation and ensure that it continues. And both of these frameworks need to be reformulated regularly – albeit not too often, becaus. In order to get results one needs stability and time to get things done. What is needed most is the enthusiasm, the imaginative power, and the drive of the participant. In the conversational process.

To get these conversations going, we can proceed in two different

ways: we can either start with very specific problems and then go on to find theoretical methods of dealing with them, or we can begin with a theoretical perspective and proceed to applying it to our specific problems. In fact, we need to go in both directions. People coming from the larger community will typically be inclined to start with specific local problems, while academics will typically begin with a theoretical perspective.

I will illustrate my point here by discussing three problems of life that are of great importance to us all and then engage in a brief theoretical reflection on our understanding of ourselves and our universities.

Three Actual Problems of Life

One real problem of life consists in securing our physiological needs, and in order to do so, people have to live in a healthy environment and be able to take part in the productive activity of their communities. Science and technology have become fundamentally important instruments for creating these conditions, which are basic to economic reality. And their instrumental power stems from the theoretical reflections they make possible on the natural and artificial environments in which we live. The emphasis on technological innovation and entrepreneurial spirit, which is now fashionable, is in harmony with the increased importance of theoretical thought for the development of the economic infrastructure of society.

The second problem is much more specific: it is that we have not been able, in Western societies, to create decent living conditions for elderly people. One part of this problem is that we have a tendency to either treat old age as embarrassing or shameful, or in many cases, to completely ignore its existence. This tendency concerns our lack of reflection on the moral, legal and political aspects of our various communities. I have mentioned the problem of elderly people, but the fact is that the conditions of life of many young people, the mentally ill, and prisoners are

generally very bad in Western societies. Here, theoretical reflections on morality, politics, and law are called for, and all responsible people need to take part in those reflections.

The third problem concerns our ways of understanding ourselves. I believe that one characteristic of our times is too much concentration on ourselves as individuals or as specific groups – the fact that we have a tendency to be preoccupied with ourselves in many different ways. There are several reasons for this preoccupation, and they are rather negative: disintegration of the traditional community, a lack of social cohesion, and root-lessness. And the problems we face in our communities might be created partly by the fact that we concentrate so much on our own personal problems, and that we do not care enough about other people or our communities as such. One reaction to this problem today is what could be called a “negative communi-tarianism” where people identify so strongly with their local or national community that they are intolerant of and even come to hate those whom they see as outsiders or intruders. This is of course an old problem that has become especially apparent in the world today in the wake of increased human mobility.

The positive side of contemporary individualism is, on the other hand, the widespread effort by people to educate themselves and to enjoy life as independent thinking beings. I want to stress this point. I believe it is of utmost importance that we regard ourselves first and foremost as thinking beings. Of course we have physical bodies and therefore natural needs and desires related to our bodily condition. We are also social beings in the sense that we are always performing a social role, or rather a number of such roles: as parents or grandparents, teachers, farmers, sailors, artists, politicians, husbands, wives, and so on. We have a strong tendency to identify with these various social roles, because they give a special, and typically very important meaning to our lives. Although this identification with our social roles is important, the meaning of our lives should not depend on it, because the “ego,” the “self,” the “soul” that I carry

with me – that I cultivate in my way of being myself – is not, and cannot be, a “social role.”

As a thinking being, I exist in the world of ideas, beliefs, theories, convictions, feelings, and wonders that I share with other thinking beings. And this world of knowledge is our way of connecting up with natural and social reality, and perhaps ultimately with the mysteries of creation. As I see it, universities were invented to cultivate and care for this complicated, interesting, and very central aspect of our lives. And this aspect is becoming ever more important as we increasingly find ourselves necessarily engaged in applying theoretical thinking to each and every domain of reality.

How can we succeed in developing our universities and making them better able to fulfill their mission of acquiring, preserving and transmitting knowledge, and of promoting academic thinking? This is still an open question. What I have tried to do here is only to clarify the central mission of universities and the importance for our lives of their existing and performing this mission.

1  This paper was originally delivered at a conference celebrating the 900th anniversary of the school of Hólar, nort. Iceland, april 29, 2006. previously published in Rannsóknir í félagsvísindu. IX, ed. Ingjaldur Hannibalsson, reykjavík: félagsvísindastofnun Háskóla íslands, 2008, pp. 449–457.

2  John Kekes, The Nature of Philosophy, oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980, p. 34.

3  Ibid.

4  Ibid.

5  Ibid.






THE UNIVERSITY AND THE ETHICS
 OF KNOWLEDGE

MOST PEOPLE SEEM to agree that the work performed by universities has become increasingly important for commercial, social, and national progress, and that it is therefore of vital importance to strengthen and support this work as much as possible.1 At the same time, there is constant discussion in Europe of the crisis of the universities and of the difficulties of accommodating the large number of students seeking a university education while pursuing all the other projects that universities are expected to carry out. furthermore, new universities have been established that are run on different principles than traditional universities, while a number of schools and colleges have been elevated from the secondary to the tertiary level (and re-named as “universities”). The result of all this has been that people are no longer sure just what constitutes a university, what its functions might be, or what the minimum requirements are for an institution to be considered a university.

The goal of the present paper is twofold. Firstly, to explain the crisis that has been responsible for so many people losing sight of the university’s central role and secondly, to attempt to give an account of the chief characteristics of the university’s role since the Middle Ages, as well as describe its purpose and certain important ethical concerns that lie behind it.


I will begin by mentioning several points relating to the growth of universities that may help illuminate some of the problems we are facing and the various demands they engender. Next, I will touch only briefly on Clark Kerr’s thesis of the “multiversity.” His book, The Uses of the University, first published in 1963, was extremely influential in shaping subsequent discussions of the university. after that, I will discuss the identity crisis that many see as endemic in present-day universities and, finally. I shall attempt to describe the idea of the university as I believe it has developed through the centuries. To explain this idea, and thus the role of the university. I make a distinction between the internal goals of the university and the external role. it plays, arguing additionally that it is necessary to view the university as a special community where those who deal with knowledge organize their cooperative efforts. This cooperation centers on acquiring, preserving, and disseminating knowledge, and for this reason the university has a particular need for an ethics that clarifies the values, rules, and virtues that must be cultivated within the university community. The special position of the university community can be seen clearly in the ethics of knowledge, which provides the foundation for the university’s activities, as evidenced, for example, by the way in which the university handle its responsibilities and meets the demands made on it. Here, I argue for a certain theory of virtue that examines the pursuit of knowledge and demonstrates how it is necessary to make a certain distinction between the academic and the everyday way of thinking. For the university to serve its purpose, it is necessary for everyone (i.e. not just the university community) to understand the nature of the scholarly work that goes on in our universities and its continuing importance for the future development of humankind. Here, I shall be defending the theory that the nature of academic work entails certain virtues which all who practice scientific thinking must make a habit of cultivating.


Development of the University and Changes in Society

There are three points to keep in mind when considering recent development of the university: In the first place, there is the spread of International culture which many associate with globalization, and the building up of universities worldwide that has accompanied it. Secondly, there is the “multiversification” of these same schools, which can also be seen as a result of globalisation, since for more than a century now, the annual increase in student numbers has averaged 10%. And thirdly, there are the developments in manufacturing and communication technology that are closely linked to the rapid growth of all kinds of companies interested solely in financial profit.

These three things are closely linked: technological developments make new educational techniques possible, or at least challenge the existing ones, resulting in constant pressure on the university system. Numerous fields of study in technology and occupational training are already part of the ordinary university curriculum in many place in the world. The influence of these studies is spreading gradually and becoming a tool of global culture. As a result, the traditional idea of the university is gradually losing its theoretical and practical hold on our thinking.

I would like to add to this brief explication two observations concerning the connection between the university and the state on the one hand, and the university and the individual on the other. Since the 19th century, the majority of European universities have been established by and/or under the governance of their respective national states, and these universities have played an important role in so-called “nation-building,” But this situation has changed. Many national states are in a financial bind and seem less willing to support mass education. Moreover, higher education is increasingly supposed to serve th. Interests of business enterprises that support the economic life of the state.


At the same time, the relationship between the university and the individual has also changed. Individuals no longer seek university degrees mainly to qualify themselves to become scholars or civil servants, as they once did. They do it for a wide variety of other reasons instead. The idea that a university education is financially beneficial for those who study (in the way of providing career opportunities) has also led to the belief on the part of many that students should pay for it.

Can Just Anything Count as the Work of the University?

The academic who more than any other has been responsible for dispelling the traditional idea of the university is Clark Kerr, the former chancellor of UC Berkeley. Some forty years ago, he used the word “multiversity” to describe those university institutions that serve a number of different interests. According to Kerr’s theory, “the university is so many things to so many different people that it must, of necessity, be partially at war with itself.”2 kerr explains the matter in the following way:

The multiversity is an inconsistent institution. It is not one community but several – the community of the undergraduate and the community of the graduate, the community of the humanist, the community of the social scientist, and the community of the scientist; the communities of the professional schools; the community of all the nonacademic personnel; the community of the administrators. Its edges are fuzzy – it reaches out to alumni, legislators, farmers, businessmen, who are all related to one or more of these internal communities. As an institution, it looks far into the past and far into the future, and is often at odds with the present. It serves society almost slavishly – a society it also criticizes, sometimes unmercifully. Devoted to equality of opportunity, it is itself a class society. A community, like the medieval communities of masters and students, should have common interests; in the

multiversity, they are quite varied, even conflicting. A community should have a soul, a single animating principle; the multiversity has several – some of them quite good, although ther is much debate on which souls really deserve salvation.3

This description can be compared to a description of the mental state of an individual troubled with doubts about his/her own self-image. Such individuals believe that everything depends on their freedom to choose, even where what is at stake is their very nature or their own destiny. Kerr sees these people as riddled with contradictions but condemned to decide what they want to become. They thus engage in a search for themselves, possessed by the necessity of arriving at a clear conclusion.

On this same model, the university must constantly examine itself. And in Kerr’s view it is the job of those who run the university, first and foremost the president, chancellor, or rector, to guide the university in such a way that it maintains its awareness of what is necessary for it to grow and thrive.

The way Kerr understands the university can be compared to the way the French philosopher Jean-paul sartre understands human beings. The existence of a human individual consists, for sartre, in deciding what she makes of herself. There exists no “human nature” that tells us beforehand who we are. Such is the nature of the human condition, in contrast to the condition of all other things. We act, with respect to ourselves, in ways that no other beings that we know of are capable of. We employ our free consciousness to decide what to make of ourselves and to form our own identity. The same applies to the university. It is that which those who work there make of it. It thus appears that the university can support whatever sort of project its personnel happens to decide upon.

Most people would, however, mention three activities that belong properly to the work of the university: teaching, research, and such service to society as may derive from teaching and

research. But this simple model leaves various questions unanswered.

The University’. Identity Crisis

In a work on the philosophy of education, Olivier Reboul, a former professor of education in Strasbourg, discussed the principal matters of disagreement concerning the role of the university that arise when this role is seen as limited to teaching, research and service:

Like the lower schools, the university is continuously growing in the modern world. But while people know more or less what they expect from the schools, they are confused when considering the functions of the university. And these “people” include the academics themselves. If the university is in crisis, it is above all a crisis of identity. Should it emphasize cultural or professional education? Research or teaching? Fundamental or applied research? Selection of students with the risk of elitism or welcoming a greater number of students with the risk of reducing the standards? General knowledge or specialized knowledge?4

When we think about higher education, such questions must be asked, but the answers that are given may radically diverge. Moreover, conditions may differ from country to country. In France, higher education is divided between two parallel school systems: the special schools (les grandes écoles) and the universities. The elite schools, originally meant to educate french state functionaries, have become specialized universities that select their students through competitive examinations for which students have to train through an entire year of preparatory studies (classes préparatoires). The special schools enjoy various privileges, but they are in general not expected to support research.

In a pamphlet entitled Que faire des universités?, Alain Renaut, professor of philosophy at Paris-Sorbonne, has pointed out that this division of higher education in France has created a

crisis for the universities, which must compete with the special schools whose working conditions are much better.5 “Seeing as the special schools perform the necessary and important role of training the nation’s elites, why should we concern ourselves with the universities?” Renaut asks. And he continues:

[…. it could be politically accepted, especially in France, to abandon the universities and leave them alone in their misery: the necessary production of managers could be secured elsewhere, in smaller institutions, away from the ever-increasing battalions of students, while the best students in the secondary schools are directed away from the university with a system of preparatory classes and get selected in an efficient way for professional studies. It is thus not socially absurd that today 30% of the budget for higher education is devoted to a sector that only concerns 4% of the student population.6

Leaving this brief consideration of the french situation, which is in many ways out of the ordinary, let us consider the wider world. It is clear that there are various kinds of schools that are called “universities.” There are respected and venerable institutions like the University of Bologna, founded in 1088, and the Sorbonne in Paris, founded in 1150 (although today divided into 12 separate universities). Then there are younger institutions, like the University of Iceland, established in 1911, and newborn universities, such as the University of Luxembourg, founded in 2003. And in other parts of the world, not least in China and India, many new universities have appeared in recent years.

The situations of the various universities are very different from one another, and their identity crises, if they suffer such crises, can vary greatly from one institution to another. Still, they must all form some sort of identity and establish some sort of reputation; and meeting those objectives requires not only time but also constant reflection upon the idea of the university, that is to say, the general self-image that determines the values. ideals and dreams that guide those who participate in the university adventure.


The Idea of the University

There is surely a definite idea of the university that has formed over many centuries and appears as a general and idealistic self-image shared by the university community in every part of the world. In what follows. I will describe this idea and attempt to discover its ethical core.

This idea is of the same sort as aristotle’s idea of man as a rational being and Jean-Paul Sartre’s idea of the human being as free. The task is thus to create the conditions and tools necessary to realize the dream of human life as rational and free. I am convinced that the university is one of the most important tools we have for realizing this dream, and that the appearance of the university in the Middle ages was vital for the creation of an enlightened society. I also believe that the university must continue to function in this important way.

I would like to share this conviction with my readers by referring to the thinking of Clark Kerr. as we saw, he thinks that the idea of the university has been dissolved and distributed among various different tasks, interests, commitments and roles that institutions of higher education and research are asked to serve in contemporary society. Kerr believes that economic interests weigh ever more heavily and have had a serious influence on the dissolution of the university. But as he advances the idea of the “multiversity,” and thus appears to reject the traditional idea of the university, he does not lose sight of that which gives the university its deep-seated self-identity, where freedom and reason matter:

The ends are already given – the preservation of eternal truths, the creation of new knowledge, the improvement of service wherever

truth and knowledge of a higher order may serve the needs of man. The ends are there, but the means must be ever improved in a competitive, dynamic environment.7

Here we have a salient description of those aims that are proper to the university. To better understand these internal aims, they must be distinguished from the external roles that the university must serve in the light of social and historical developments. Among such external roles are the services that the university provides to such institutions as the military, the church and various business corporations. Powerful institutions such as these need educational facilities that provide people with the knowledge that is necessary for these institutions to function. The university, which has as its internal aim the acquisition, preservation, and transmission of knowledge as such, is precisely the kind of institution that can serve these various needs.

How can we then give a more detailed description of the internal aims of the university? let us consider first the original meaning of the term universitas. Uni-versus means that which revolves around one thing. The latin word universitas means a unity or whole, that is to say, an autonomous group forming what we know as a “guild,” within which all members had specific common interests. For example, there was the universitas mercatorum, or merchants’ guild, whose main common interest concerned (and still concerns) economic gain. There were guilds of various kinds, among them a guild of individuals who sought to consider the world in a scholarly fashion and transmit its wisdom to the young. Their main common interest concerned knowledge of reality. And this is the only guild that to this day retains the label universitas for its community.

The inspiration for the establishment of this community was the need and desire to further human knowledge of the world and of humanity itself. To live means for us – as thinking beings

– to relate to the world through ideas, thoughts and views, which constitute that which goes under the general name of “knowledge,” The university takes for granted that our life is the life of knowledge – that we are so intertined with our knowledge that we are unable to distinguise it from our own lives.

The heart of the matter is this: we are thinking beings, any ideas, beliefs, reasons and views are the raw materials out of which our existence as thinking being is made. The university is the only institution which, through the centuries, has focused on this basic fact of human existence. But how has it done this? and how should we understand and evaluate this enterprise?

What characterizes this enterprise more than anything else is that it is a cooperative endeavor. The american philosopher robert paul Wolf, whose book The ideal of the University, published in 1969, is highly pertinent to our present situation, describes the university in the following way:

A community of learning differs from all other kinds of community, such as a political community, a religious community, a community of work, or an artistic community. In the character on its collective goals and the forms of activity and organization which fow therefroms the university is a community devoted to the preservation and advancement of knowledge, to the pursuit of truth, and to the development and enjoyment of man’. Intellectual powers. Furthermore it is devoted to the pursuit of these goals collectively, not merel. Individually the public discourse of the university community is not a mere means to the private activity of research […]. Rather, that discourse is itself one of the chief goods to be found in a fourishing university. It is precisely this devotion to an essentially collective activity that makes the university a community rather than an aggregation on individuals.8

Indeed, scholarly studies demand that each individual works by himself and cooperates with others. No one can learn for another person, even if there is much that a person can do for

and receive from others such individual error is, however, at the same time collective: we learn from the example of others, we learn from what others have prepared, and we have a constant need for help from other people, while others turn to us for help any inspiration. This mutual dependence generates constant cooperation and is based on the trust that people have for one another.

This reliance on trust is made much of by David B. resnie in his book The Ethics of Science, publisheh in 1998, where he endeavors to explain what he calls “the standards of ethical conduced in science.”9 These standards, resnik says, are honesty, carefulness, openness, freedom, credit, education, social responsibility, legality, opportunity, mutual respect, efciency, and respect for the subjects of experiments, whether human or note resnik explains why these twelve standards are necessary if scientific cooperation is to bear fruite he insists that only these standards can insure cooperation and trust in the scientific community. But what attracts my attention is that these standards can also apply to other kinds of endeavor. They are not specific to science or to academic activities. This tells us that academic work has the same ethical basis as other social endeavors, and that the same ethical standards apply.

Among these standards one may discern various moral rules, virtues and values. Honesty and caution are virtues, legality and respect are moral rules, and freedom and education are values.

This distinction between moral rules, moral virtues and moral values Is important in giving an account of the different ways of conceiving ethics. The ethics of aristotle and of st. Tomas are, above all, examples of virtue ethics while kant’s ethics is meant to help us understand moral principles. In the ethics of John stuart Mill, the concept of utility or happiness plays a key role in assessing the goods that matter in life. All of these approaches are useful in attempting to discern the core of the university

enterprise, but I wish to concentrate here on a particular form of virtue ethics that pertains directly to the pursuit of knowledge.

The Ethics of Knowledge and Belief

Roger pouivet, professor of philosophy at université de nancy 2, puts his finger on an essential feature of the ethics of knowledge, or what he calls the “ethics of belief,”, in referring to what he calls “epistemological virtues.”10 His Idea is that In each type of endeavor connected with knowledge, the virtues that are most Important are those that are respected by the Individuals who dedicate themselves to the pursuit, preservation and transmission of knowledge. His main reasons are well expresse. In the following statement:

The ethics of knowledge and our epistemological responsibilities do not Involve controlling the epistemological standards for knowledge but rather the cultivation of the intellectual habit. In virtue of which we Increase our chances of arriving at the truth.11

Pouivet’s view directly opposes a basic thesis of Descartes – and later of kant, sartre, and many others – according to which our beliefs depend upon our will or, more precisely, on our deliberate decision to accept a give. Idea as true. The cartesian thesis is that we can decide for ourselves what we believe, and that we ought not to believe anything unless we have good reasons for thinkin. It to be true. Descartes therefore formulated a rule to the effect that “I must not take anything to be true that I did not clearly know to be such; that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitancy and prejudice, and to comprise nothing more in my judgement than what was presented to my mind so clearly and

distinctly as to exclude all ground of doubt.”12 This rule requires one to have constant oversight of oneself and to discipline oneself to count nothing as true except what is clearly and distinctly perceived.

Is this a realistic rule that we should all adopt? pouivet doubts that it is. He points out that it is correct to distinguish between accepting a view that appears to be obviously true and agreeing to a view. In the wake of having considered and weighe. Its validity. acceptance of a vie. Implies that our reasons for believing produce conviction without our having to deliberate about them specially, while agreeing to a view depends upon our deliberating the reasons and deciding that they are valid.

Everything turns on the key question of whether we can freely decide what beliefs we have; whether what we believe is Independent of our will. This question Immediately gives rise to another: What does this imply for the ethics of belief and consequently for the work of the university?

The basic idea concerning epistemological virtues presented and explained by pouive. In his book, Qu’est-ce que croire?. Is that our beliefs do not depend upon our will.13 We cannot decide whether to have or not to have a particular belief, because we take on our beliefs without any active contribution on our part. for this reason, the very idea that we might refuse to agree to a belief unless we have first investigated Its validity is completely unrealistic. It woul. Imply the elimination of all belief, because agreemen. Is an act of will, and thus the result of a decision. In other words. It is simply an illusion that we might deliberately eliminate or suspend all our beliefs. This means that increasing the likelihood that our beliefs are true cannot be achieved by inventing methods or rules for accepting them on the basis of reasons that we consider valid. rather, what matters is that we have acquired epistemological virtues that ensure as well as possible the validity of our beliefs.


Pouivet offers the following list of epistemological virtues:

(a) Intellectual impartiality. It is very important to be open to the views of others and to make a concerted effort to understand them. furthermore, one must exhibit good judgment concerning the weight of intellectual authority and have a sense of one’s own fallibility. The two vices that contrast with this virtue arr intellectual partiality and Intellectual indifference.

(b) intellectual sobriety. It is important to be circumspect, especially in the face of “exciting” ideas, and to respect competent intellectual authority without excessive credulity. The two vices that contrast with this virtue are intellectual profligacy and intellectual narrow-mindedness.

(c) intellectual courage. This characteristic consists in seriously examining views that contradict received opinion and showing perseverance in research, defending one’s own ideas if there is no other reason for considering them wrong than that they fail to conform with accepted views. The two vices that contrast with this virtue are intellectual cowardice and intellectual paralysis.

(d) intellectual relevance. This characteristic conduces to the choice of research methods that aim at truth. The two vices that contrast with this virtue are intellectual dissipation and intellectual obsession.

(e) Reffective equilibrium. This entails knowing how to modify a rule whe. It would lead to the rejection of a clear intuition, and knowing when to reject an intuition when it would contradict a fundamental rule. The two vices that contrast with this virtue are intellectual rigidity and intellectual weakness.14

I think there is no doubt that the virtues described here play

a key role in the ethics of knowledge. They concern the whole university community and all of its units, large and small. The university must promote and insist upon these virtues for the reason that individual scholars, caught up in the passionate search for knowledge, do not necessarily develop them without prodding. as pouivet points out, “belonging to a community that promotes th. intellectual virtue. Is no small matter.”15 and he cites the authority of plato, who says that “excep. In the case of transcendent natural gifs no one could ever become a good man unless from childhood his play and all his pursuits were concerned with things fair and good.”16

The responsibility for knowledge is thus not primarily an individual matter but a concern of society, since “the development of the epistemic virtue. Is the work of the social community.”17 and pouivet adds the following remark, which is of fundamental concern to universities globally:

That the beliefs of each person satisfy the demands of the ethics of knowledge does not depend upon the efforts of individuals but upon the importance that human society accords to epistemic values. There is thus a firm connection between the ethics of belief and the ethics of education.18

The university is a community of those who have chosen to devote themselves wholeheartedly to the acquisition, preservation, and transmission of knowledge and is built upon an explicit engagement to concer. Itself with human knowledge in its entirety. As a community responsible for the preservation of knowledge, the university must safeguard the tools necessary for this task. I have already elaborated the ethical virtues that pouivet believes are required, but ther. Is yet another virtue that I take to be the principle of the ethics of voluntarily accepted opinion. This virtue, for the cultivation of which i believe the

university is responsible. is critical thought. By this I mean a mode of thinking that does not consent to an. Idea, theory or view until it Is understood exactly what it contains and until its truth has been sufficiently warranted. Here we arrive at an explanation of the sens. In which studium may be called a search for understanding as well as a quest for truth. critical thought, thus defined. Is the primary virtue of the academic enterprise, which is also based on the epistemic virtues that are necessary in order t. Increase the likelihood that our beliefs are true, whether in everyday life or in our academic work. taken together, the ethics of involuntary opinion and the ethics of voluntarily accepted opinion constitute the ethics of knowledge. cultivating and imparting the ethics of knowledge constitute what I take to be the university’s most important mission, which can thus be said to be of a fundamentally ethical nature.
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THE ETHICAL MISSION 
OF THE UNIVERSITY

HERE I WILL DISCUSS what I take to be the essential mission of the university, that is the mission that a university should have and the one that actual universities have taken up to a greater or lesser extent.1 The mission of the university, I shall maintain, is fundamentally ethical.

Throughout the world, universities are asked to perform an ever-increasing number of functions and tasks and to meet the demands and needs of contemporary society with ever-increasing efficiency. Yet, the fact is that most of them do not have the means that are needed in order to do so properly. This is the main source of the social and political difficulties that universities face worldwide and which are of great ethical significance.

This situation requires that universities reflect systematically on their responsibilities and clearly prioritize their various obligations. This, of course, is nothing really new. Since medieval times, universities have had to adapt to the demands and needs of the larger world and to revise their mission, their engagements in education, and the pursuit of knowledge itself. But in recent times the need for systematic ethical reflection based on cultural concerns has become more and more pressing due to changes in both the external and internal environments of the universities. I will make three observations in order to explain this and then proceed to my main argument.


(1) From the 19th century until quite recently, most universities have had a relatively clear social and political framework that defined their social and political missions. Let me take an example. The University of Iceland was created in 1911 with the mission of helping construct and consolidate the newly formed Icelandic state and ensuring its continued independence. In the course of time, this basic framework has, for the most part, faded away, and in its stead there has been a growing tendency to see the University of Iceland as a large-scale service facility for individuals and businesses. This has generated a series of questions concerning the social and political meaning of what we are doing in a university, and what the university stands for in modern society, and these are at bottom moral questions. What is at stake is the rationality or the logic of the academic enterprise and its connection to political reality on the one hand and to economic reality on the other. What now threatens the universities is the explosion in market-driven activities and the weakening of public support. The most serious ethical problems arise when academics engage in activities aimed at financial profit rather than at purely intellectual gains.

(2) At present there is a wide consensus that universities have three basic functions – teaching, research, and services to society, such as consulting. There is currently a great and pervasive debate going on in the broader academic community about the connections between these three basic functions and how they are to be balanced. In the last thirty years, we have witnessed a growing tendency to view research as the most important function, but at the same time there is also a tendency to separate these three functions in practice. For academics the question of how to organize different academic activities poses moral dilemmas, as for example when teachers are pushed to carry out research, fully aware that this is likely to mean neglecting their teaching. The fact that the universities often take for granted that academics should also engage in a substantial amount of administrative

work (since the university is a collegium) increases this tension further.

(3) My third observation concerns the primary subject of universities, i.e. knowledge, within all of the various disciplines: theology, history, philosophy, chemistry, sociology, computer science, and so on. Universities exist, I believe, because the pursuit of learning needs a place, a community, and an institutional structure in order to develop as a permanent activity that informs the life of those devoted to it, and ultimately of society as a whole. The pursuit of learning implies many things, but I shall mention four here: the search for new knowledge, the synthesizing of knowledge, the communication of knowledge and the preservation of knowledge. There are several moral issues here that need to be dealt with, but I will focus on just one that is of particular importance today. We are all familiar with the fact that some species are becoming extinct while new species are emerging. We may be less familiar with the fact that languages are also dying out all over the world and cultures of great richness along with them. In a similar way it is likely that we are losing traditional knowledge in our frenzy to acquire new knowledge and communicate it to the world. My guess is that in the future, universities will have to work much harder in order to preserve knowledge and to keep it alive than they have generally done.

In the light of the three observations I have made, I would now like to give an overview of the central argument of my presentation. In order to have a synoptic view of the moral issues that most affect us as academics, I think we need to take into account the internal logic or rationality of the university as it has developed over time, and the moral criteria, problems and dilemmas that relate to that logic. We also need to clarify and discuss the basis of our obligations and duties as academic people engaged in the pursuit of learning within a given university, a given community, and within the developing global culture. And this reflection on our responsibilities has to be done by taking into

account ideas concerning the means and the ends of the university and keeping in mind what we suppose to be the primary mission of the university.

The Cultural Mission and its Ethical Foundation

What is the primary mission of the university, and why does this mission not always receive the recognition it deserves? I will answer this question by referring to the ideas of José Ortega y Gasset, the famous Spanish philosopher, who published in 1930 a most interesting book on this subject, The Mission of the University. There, Ortega comes to the conclusion that “the university’s teaching comprises these three functions: I. The transmission of culture, II. The teaching of professions. III. Scientific research and the training of new scientists.”2 But then he hastens to add: “Have we thus answered our question, what is the mission of the university? By no means! We have only massed together what the university of today believes to be its business, and a work which, in our judgment, it is not doing but must do. We have prepared the question; no more than that.”3. In Ortega’s view the transmission of culture or the teaching of the basic ideas of our times is the essential role of the university, that is the proper mission of the university: to educate young people so that they will be able to orient themselves in the present and make decisions and life-plans based upon clear ideas about the world and their own enlightened convictions.

I agree entirely with this conclusion, but I want to explore the cultural mission of the university still further. I believe that this mission has an ethical foundation which is of fundamental importance, and so I would like to speak of the ethical mission of the university. Before doing so, it is necessary to explain what

I mean by culture. The relevant concept is elegantly captured in Ortega’s words:

Life is a chaos, a tangled and confused jungle in which man is lost. But his mind reacts against the sensation of bewilderment: he labors to find “roads” “ways” through the woods, in the form of clear, firm ideas concerning the universe, positive convictions about the nature of things. The ensemble, or system, of these ideas, is culture in the true sense of the term. Culture is what saves human life from being a mere disaster; it is what enables man to live a life which is above meaningless tragedy or inward disgrace.4

The “ideas” that belong to culture are not merely ideas that we have, whether individually or in common; they are constitutive of ourselves. As Ortega says: “we are our ideas,” 5 a concept which is well reflected in the Icelandic word for culture, menning, which might also be translated as “human-ness”. Ortega goes on to emphasize that “a man lives, perforce, at the level of his time, and more particularly, at the level of the ideas of his time. Culture is the vital system of ideas of a period.”6

For the sake of my present purposes, Ortega’s talk of ideas may be misleading. Because culture obviously includes what we do as well as what we think or imagine. This point does not escape Ortega, because for him, “ideas” are not pictures or propositions in the mind but the shape, so to speak, of what we think and what we do.7. It is thus that “ideas” – at least those that are elements of culture – make sense of our lives and define our destiny. It is this conception that grounds Ortega’s pronouncement that “we are our ideas.” And that is why for Ortega the basic mission of the

university is to make sure that people acquire and make use of the ideas that define their situation in the world and guide what they do. That is why he says the following:

Today, the societies in Europe are governed by the bourgeois classes, the majority of whom are composed of professional men. It is of the first importance to these societies, therefore, that these professional people, aside from their several professions, possess the power to make their lives a vital influence, in harmony with the height of their times. Hence it is imperative to set up once more, in the university, the teaching of the culture, the system of vital ideas, which the age has attained. This is the basic function of the university. This is what the university must be, above all else.8

Now I would like to look closer at this conception and develop it in relation to the present situation of the universities worldwide.

First a remark on terminology. The term “idea” as used here takes much of its meaning from its etymological roots in the Greek term eidos meaning originally form or shape. Everything that appears to us in reality – things, beings, actions, intentions and thoughts – appears in some kind of a form or shape which allows us to identify it, to name it and to think about it. Despite its origins, the term “idea” has in recent centuries come to be understood as referring to some sort of representative image or picture;9 this association is virtually inescapable, because the forms or shapes of what appears to us are constitutive of the ways our mind relates to reality and to itself.10 Therefore, in what follows I will speak of the “ideas” that constitute culture (and thus ourselves) as eidoi to help keep the reader aware of what I am talking about.

There are indeed countless ways in which we humans relate to the world and ourselves. And thus humanity includes a cultural infinity, an infinity of eidoi. Nevertheless there are common elements

in the formation of culture that make human understanding and misunderstanding possible between people. Among these cultural elements is language: language belongs essentially to the realm of culture, for it is a fundamental element in our self-understanding; it shapes a great deal of what we think and our conception of the world. Language is thus central to our relations to the world and to the quality of “human-ness” in the sense of the Icelandic notion of “menning.” Nationality, ethnicity, morality, law and religion likewise belong essentially to the realm of culture, for these are assemblages of conventions, practices, values, ideals and conceptions that define what we are, and what we think we are, and that inform our thought and direct our action. Our historical sense belongs to culture for the same sorts of reasons, as do art, music and literature. The point of this list is to show that all of the phenomena that one would normally identify as elements of culture are, in the conception outlined above, included as such. There is no possibility of providing an exhaustive list of examples, and there is indeed no point in trying to do so. But I want to mention particularly here that science also belongs essentially to culture. Because science shapes our whole conception of the world, social and physical, gives form to our thinking and molds our understanding of the possibilities for, and the consequences of our actions.

The Ethical Mission

Now what I will emphasize is that universities play a vital role in preserving and generating culture – that is our conceptions or ideas of everything, including reality and the world itself. Universities do other things as well, of course, but the preservation and development of culture should be seen as their central mission. The reason is this: there is no other institution that has yet been developed that plays this role in the way that universities do. Two questions may now be raised: (1) Why does culture need to be preserved, developed or nurtured? (2) And why should

we believe that universities are the right institutions for this purpose?

The answer to the first question is, I believe, that culture, left to itself, has a tendency to degenerate if it is not constantly cultivated and reinforced by people who are dedicated to its care. Culture, which is inherently rich and dynamic, may become poor and static under unfavorable conditions.

Before I come to the second question, I would like to emphasize that there are, of course, other institutions, and parties other than the universities that contribute in vital ways to the preservation and development of culture. Museums and libraries are important in this regard, as are theaters and orchestras, publishing houses, churches and many other institutions. Similarly, writers, artists, composers and architects are fundamental sources of cultural input and change. And it might be said that in the broadest sense, the mission of promoting culture falls upon every human being and every human organization or association; but not everyone has this as their daily concern.

Moreover, the university is dedicated to a special way of promoting culture. it is the forum for scholarship, which may be understood as the systematic and collective articulation and development of eidoi through the medium of critical thinking.

This implies first and foremost that the primary mission of the university is ultimately moral, as its primary task is working on the ideas, eidoi, which make up the cultures of our times and upon which all our thinking, decisions, evaluations and life-plans depend. The basic eidoi are those that concern our way of living together and sharing values that make life worth living. They are forms of thinking and acting where ultimate values such as truth, beauty and justice are at stake, and everything we think and do depends on how we understand or interpret these values that are basic to human thought and human existence. The ethical mission of the university consists accordingly in reflecting systematically on the criteria for judging and deciding

what to do in the light of such ideas and also to work for their promotion in concrete and ever-changing situations. It follows that the basic obligation of those engaged in this endeavor is to continuously resist all temptation to let other values – like the ones that are attached to power, money or fame – take over our minds and push aside as chimerical ideas about truth, beauty or justice. This obligation is the basis of the morality that is essential to universities.

The task it sets for us is twofold. On the one hand we have to be open to new formulations or interpretations of the ideas that are basic to our thought and action, and this requires that we continuously reflect on these ideas from different perspectives and vantage points, suggesting that we have to resist both an overly skeptical attitude, where we doubt all conclusions and theories, as well as an overly dogmatic attitude, where we allow ourselves to be convinced once and for all about what we take to be true or right. On the other hand we have to be aware of the fact that the basic values, which we have the duty to preserve and nourish, are always at risk of being overthrown by different sets of values related to interests and types of activity other than those that are proper to the academy.

It is important to realize that the morality of the university does not have to be based on a metaphysical belief in the independent existence of the ideas of Truth, Beauty, Justice, Goodness, or any other such idea, i.e. the belief that such entities exist independently of the historical existence of humankind. Rather, these can be seen as fragile life forms that we are able to discover and nurture, but which may be, and indeed have been, easily destroyed in the course of human history. This fragility may be the very reason why they have been projected – in the manner attributed to Plato – onto a “heaven” of ideal forms beyond the reality of our empirical and historical existence. But whether we believe in such a “heaven” or not does not change anything in relation to the vital importance of these ideas for

our ways of thinking and acting. Their function in our lives is to make the world more attractive, more interesting and more valuable than it could ever be without them. As a matter of fact, without them our lives might be, in Ortega’s words, “meaningless tragedy or inward disgrace.”11 Thus, in order to preserve the cultural, or more specifically the moral mission of the university, we need clear university ethics to keep our eyes open to what could happen to our culture if no one has the mission of fighting for these ideas.

This, I believe, is what every university should be doing, and this is what every university actually is doing in one way or another, and to a greater or lesser extent. Moreover, I believe that everything else that is done within a university depends on this primary mission. In particular, the ways in which a university responds to the needs and demands of the society that fosters it and provides that society with services that would otherwise not be available to it depends upon how – and how well – the university serves its primary mission.

As I have emphasized above, it is important to recognize that the university is the only institution that has been, from its very beginnings, dedicated to scholarship. This fact about the university has the status of a truism, since the primary aspect that entitles an institution to be called a university is its dedication to scholarship. This is virtually a matter of definition to which almost everyone is prepared to pay lip service. But although it may be a truism to speak of the university as being dedicated to and ordered to scholarship, it is easy for people to lose sight of what this means, or to fail to appreciate what it implies.

Underlying this sort of short-sightedness is an important and fairly obvious fact. As centers of scholarship, universities are also necessarily centers of science and research, and of education and training. We noted above that science belongs essentially to culture, and that scholarship is essential to scientific

progress. Because scholarship consists in the articulation and development of eidoi using critical thinking as its instrument, and the centrality of critical thinking in the articulation and development of eidoi is nowhere more obvious than in the sciences. Hence, universities will be scientific centers. The term research pertains most properly to those investigations in which critical thinking is applied. And since all scholarship depends on the zealous application of critical thinking, universities will be centers of research (not least – but also not exclusively – of scientific research). Furthermore, critical thinking – along with the methods by which it can be applied to very diverse subject matters – has to be learned; and this is a question of acquiring knowledge, skills and standards, normally in the course of a long apprenticeship. That is why we refer to the scholarly disciplines. And since discipline of this kind is essential to scholarship, universities will perforce be centers of education and training.

The Social Context of Universities

Why should the fact that universities are natural centers of research, education and training potentially lead people to lose sight of the mission of the university? The reason is that while research, education and training are entailed in the pursuit of knowledge, the reverse is not true: research, education and training may serve purposes other than scholarship and may thus become detached from it. And this, I believe, is happening today to a greater extent than ever before and even to such a degree that the moral foundations of the university are at stake. This is why the most urgent task for an ethics of the university at the present time is to make as clear as possible the “ethical mission” of the academic enterprise and what it stands for.

I will explain this further by considering the university within a larger context. We must bear in mind that however we might think proper to define it, the university is a social institution with a particular history and can be viewed from that vantage

point (or under that aspect). Viewing the university as a socially and historically situated institution, we should note that universities have never had any real worldly power but have always depended for their material requirements on the good will of external parties – the church, the prince, or the state.12 These sponsors have a variety of non-scholarly interests to which they feel that the research and the educational and training capacities of universities could be harnessed. Consequently, universities have always had to serve a variety of roles – some of them not very closely connected with scholarship – according to the wishes or directives of their sponsors. These have included technological development (particularly in times of war), the training of political officials and functionaries, the preparation of large parts of the general population for the employment market, and commercial research.

Proper and Actual Engagements of a University

There is nothing inherently wrong with harnessing the natural capacities of universities to a variety of projects – even projects related only remotely, if at all, to scholarship – provided this does not prevent the universities from carrying out their primary and proper mission. But the danger is that when universities as socially situated institutions become “multiversities,” their principal mission – their cultural or ethical role – will no longer be clearly perceived or understood, and will be in danger of being sacrificed to other purposes extrinsic to those of the university.

Moreover, the actual engagements of a university (as contrasted with its proper engagements) need to be examined in connection with the role that the university plays, or is meant to play, in its particular social context at a given time. It is an important

fact that has to be taken into account when discussing the mission of the university, that the direction taken by a university is usually determined outside the academic community – by the state and society.

Thus, the concerns of contemporary scholarship should not be expected to resemble those of medieval times or the 19th century to any major degree. The eidoi of those times were, to a large extent, not the eidoi of today. Moreover, despite the universalism of scholarship, the eidoi of France are not the eidoi of Japan or America, or even of its next-door neighbor, Germany.

Knowledge and Scholarship

A factor that interferes with a proper appreciation of the nature and role of the university is a particular understanding of knowledge; for surely an institution dedicated to scholarship – the pursuit of learning – must, as I have claimed, be centrally concerned with knowledge. The problem is that knowledge is often equated with that which we have learned through experience, or that which we have been told. Knowledge in this sense amounts to information about this or that, and it resides in individuals or is available to them, for example in libraries or on the internet, and so on. In our daily lives and daily work we depend on the possibilities to acquire all sorts of information. Information has become so important that our contemporary Western society is often called the “information society,” a society characterized above all by the collection and distribution of information of all sorts.

Of course, scholarship will inevitably produce a lot of information; that is one of its roles. And information is often of great value, and indeed makes all of the scholarly pursuits possible, as it is one of their necessary prerequisites. But there are many institutions – including all sorts of government agencies, poll takers, detective bureaus, dating services, marketing firms, stock brokers, travel agencies, and so on and so forth – concerned

with seeking, collecting, compiling and distributing information that is not within the special province or special achievement of universities.

As suggested in the preceding discussion, the pursuit of scholarly knowledge – that which universities are dedicated to developing, preserving and transmitting – does not amount to the collection, or even to the production of information. It consists first and foremost in achieving an understanding of the interrelationships that obtain among phenomena, the contexts in which they exist, and their significance; and it is aimed at delineating why things of one or another genre are as they are. Science and scholarship fundamentally aim at achieving knowledge of that kind. They are characterized by the methods that scholars have developed for investigating the phenomena they seek to understand, and for developing hypotheses and theories concerning the interconnections of these phenomena. Scholarship consists not least in the constant re-evaluation of our methods and the attempt to improve them. Scholarly knowledge is illuminating: it throws light upon certain parts or areas of the world – upon the motions of the heavenly bodies, or the nature of clouds, upon the moral aspects of using information, upon people’s natural needs, or their dubious consumerism, to name a variety of examples – and allows us to discern the order or disorder that reign there.

What may we learn from these reflections? Despite what many people say and think, I have found no reason to abandon the traditional idea of what a university is and should be that is so well expressed by Ortega y Gasset. In particular, I have argued that the rapid changes and pressures in the world and in the society that we see around us do not give us grounds for putting aside this traditional vision.

The university must, to a certain extent, compete on the “education market,” but it must assiduously resist the internaliza-tion of a “market mentality.” Other conspicuous contemporary changes, such as the computer revolution and the advances in

communications technology (themselves the results of scholarship), are changes that can aid the community of scholars in its pursuit of learning. But none of these changes suggest to us new academic values. They are the same as ever, as far as I can see; and given that those values are fundamental to the academy, its traditional organizational framework also needs to be preserved. When we come to the university – as students, as teachers or researchers – we are recognized and accepted as members of an association preoccupied with knowledge and understanding, an association that is universal in nature and which has no clear boundaries whatsoever. This is the idea of the university that is reflected in various ways by individual universities, each of which may give this central idea a particular interpretation. And let us not forget that each university is like a human person with many conflicting ideas, values and goals; doomed to make a decision about what she wants to become, and to project her own reality – a being that is by its very nature in search of herself or, it may likewise be said, of reality.

A nation-state may want to rule the world. A business corporation may want to produce and sell everything it can. A university does not want to rule or to sell anything. It wants to educate by creating the conditions for humankind to study and seek understanding and truth about the world and everything. The university does not ask for agreement on anything except the right to question and discuss any issue at all without having to worry about the intervention of worldly powers, be they political, economic or religious. The future of civilization depends on the globalization of these conditions of learning and study for all humankind. And for this globalization, universities are our best hope.

1  This paper was originally a public lecture given at the University of Manitoba under the title “The Cultural Mission of the University” in November 2003. A different version was given at the University of Bemidji, Minnesota with the title “Ethics of Universities” in August 2005.

2  José Ortega y Gasset, Mission of the University, trans. Howard Lee Nostrand, New Brunswick and London: Transaction Publishers, 1992, p. 33.

3  Ibid.

4  Ibid., p. 27.

5  Ibid.

6  Ibid., p. 28.

7  Interestingly, the Icelandic word for idea, hugmynd, is built up out of two words, hugur, meaning mind, and mynd, which can mean either shape, form or picture. The Icelandic word is thus compatible with thinking of ideas as mental forms or as mental pictures. I thank Mikael M. Karlsson for drawing my attention to this.

8  Ibid., p. 30.

9  Both meanings attach to eidos in Greek.

10  See note 7.

11  Ortega y Gasset, The Mission of the University, p. 27.

12  The professional education of priests was, from the outset, one of the roles played by the universities. The education of civil servants was also within their purview, especially after the reformation.
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