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The philosophical rethinking on the idea of the university and its specific
functions did not necessarily coincide with the establishment of
universities, but rather is a later matter, and its beginnings can be traced
back to von Humboldt’s reflections in the nineteenth century. Gadamer’s
reflections regarding the idea of the university, as well as its problematic
relationship with the institution of politics, are rooted in this German
tradition and are complementary to it. However, one cannot undoubtedly
ignore the principles of his philosophical hermeneutics in the way he views
the “essence” of the university. The central claim of this article is that
Gadamer’s attitude towards the idea of Bildung in his various works has
more or less determined the totality of his perspective regarding the idea
of the university. In this paper, we will use a descriptive-analytical method
to review the views of Gadamer's contemporaries on the idea of the
university, while also pointing out its historical context, especially in the
midst of the Nazi rise in Germany, the difficulty of decision-making by
academic elites, and Gadamer's analysis of it. Our overall goal is to
highlight the problematic situation of academic elites in similar critical
conditions and the necessity of philosophical rethinking of the idea of the
university and its task in such conditions.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

One of the important elements of Gadamer’s hermeneutics regarding the role of the university in
promoting the culture of society is based on a series of reflections that he presented about the “idea of
the university”. Gadamer’s reflections in his own context and time, along with the approaches of other
contemporary (mostly German) thinkers, have played an important role in rethinking the idea of the
university. Certainly, Gadamer’s thoughts on the university are related to his hermeneutic insights on
the idea of Bildung. Somehow, we can summarize Gadamer's intellectual efforts regarding the idea of
the university in this Leibnizian question of Derrida: “Does the university today enjoy what is called
‘reason to be’?”” (Derrida, 1983, 158). Given the diverse challenges of current life, the question is: What
is the mission of the university as a social and cultural institution, or as Jaspers puts it, as the “conscious
conscience of an era” (Jaspers, 2019, 159)? Should the university submit itself to the ideals of the
political institution as the ruling one? In other words, how can the university, while being dependent on
the state (as the “condition” of its possibility), still maintain its institutional autonomy? Basically, how
can one put forward an idea of the university and its functions that is in opposition to the political
institution or at least its ideals are not influenced by this institution? These questions are the focus of
Gadamer’s reflections on the idea of the university, which we will try to shed light on by relying on
Gadamer’s critical statements.

The formation of the idea of the university: Backgrounds

What is a university and what are its functions? What is the purpose(s) for which the university was
established? Since the establishment of the university in the West, at least four ideas have been depicted
for the university (Sefidkhosh, 2016, 12-13). In this sense, the idea of the university, based on historical
conditions, refers to the expectations we have of the university and we try to guide the university in that
direction. The discussion of the “idea of the university” in the current lifeworld as one of Gadamer’s
central concerns is in a way a continuation of the intellectual efforts of the German tradition that began
with Humboldt and continued until Heidegger, Jaspers, Derrida, and Habermas. The distinction of
Jaspers’ humanist position is that he fundamentally considers the “idea of the university” and reflection
on it to have Greek origins and to be “part of the Western tradition.” In his opinion, the necessity of
rethinking the idea of the university arises from the fact that the university, as originally viewed,
“represents the highest limit of humanity” (Jaspers, 2019, 173). Gadamer himself points out that the
“philosophical rethinking” of the “essence” of the university among German philosophers in the
twentieth century was the result of the specific political developments of the 1930s and 1940s in
Germany (Gadamer, 1986, 3). In one of his essays, considering the “image” that existed at that time of
the essence of the “German university”, he thought about a completely new mission for the university:
“the re-founding of reason for the existence of the university” (Gadamer, 1947, 16).

The main element of Gadamer’s lecture

Gadamer’s lecture, “The Idea of the University; Yesterday, Today, Tomorrow” (1992), is in somehow
in line with Jaspers’ and Heidegger’s philosophical reflections on the “Idea of the University”. Gadamer
articulations his speech around the fundamental question: “How do we evaluate the university today in
terms of its idea and reality?” (Gadamer, 1992, 111). This question indicates that the main purpose of
Gadamer’s text is typically philosophical reflection rather than study of the history of the emergence
and development of universities. The dialectical opposition between idea and reality is important in
Gadamer's question, because his analysis is based on the dialectical connection between the two: "idea
and reality always belong to each other and always separate from each other.” (Gadamer, 1992, 112).
From this perspective, only by having an idea of a thing can one see its reality in a broader horizon, and
conversely, only by considering the historical reality of a thing can one evaluate the idea of that thing
as a whole. Gadamer then criticizes the use of the term Bildung, which, based on Straussian
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structuralism, was used as a criterion to distinguish the literate and educated class from the
“uneducated” people, and this has caused the term to lose its “true meaning.” However, he points out
that Humboldt’s founding of the university based on the idea of Bildung did not initially pay attention
to the educational achievements and scientific research results of the professors, but rather this process
was formed later. According to Gadamer, the term Bildung for Humboldt was not in opposition to
“uneducatedness” nor even to the word specialist, but rather “implied distancing from everything useful
and efficient.” (Gadamer, 1992, 113). Gadamer's main focus in his lecture is on the transformation the
idea of the university in the industrial age, which he refers to as the era of "alienation of Bildung."
The Conflict of the University and German Politics

In the interview “The German University and German Politics: The Case of Heidegger,” Gadamer
discusses the “social responsibility of the university” and the role of the academic elites and how they
collaborated with the policies of Nazi party in the 1930s. In this interview, he discusses Heidegger’s
collaboration with the Nazis and the probable reasons for this cooperation, as well as the reason for his
own silence during this period. Gadamer also insists on constitution a “healthy relationship” between
the professors and students as the two main pillars of the university; a relationship that, according to
Gadamer, has become “unhealthy”. In his view, one of the structural factors involved in this lies in the
expansion of “bureaucratic indicators” through which both professors and students seek “shortcuts” and
escape routes to resume the process of teaching and research. The final part of the interview deals with
the issue of the collaboration of the German academic elite (in particular Heidegger’s compromise with
the National Socialist Party). Of course, without bias or ressentinment, Gadamer tries, like a
hermeneutist, to reveal the difficulty of making decisions in that sensitive situation. For this reason, he
considers the accusations of those who lived outside the borders and with a relaxed imagination, accused
the German elite in that difficult situation with the question “Well, why did you agree with Hitler?” to
be full of “duplicity”. Because in such circumstances, it is not the power of words but “the power of
weapons that makes the decision” (Gadamer, 1986, 9-10).

The Dominance of the Quantitative Method of Science and the Idea of the University

In his essay “The University of Heidelberg and the Birth of Modern Science” (1987), Gadamer points
out the challenges that are related to the concerns of his other works. One of the issues he evades as a
basis for re-emphasizing the difference between the subject and method that governs the human sciences
and the idea of “objectifiability” that governs the natural sciences is the Kantian opposition between the
realm of nature and the realm of human action. In this text, Gadamer again refers to the emergence of
the “abyss” of National Socialism and the “uncontrollable evil spirits” at a point in the history and
political culture of the “German spirit”. He returns the origin of this destructive event to a context that
is not inherently political (Gadamer, 1987, 15-16). He attributes the main cause of such events in the
sphere of political power to the issue of the dominance of empirical sciences and the scientific method.
It can be said that Gadamer’s return to the model of Socratic dialogue and the role of Paideia in
cultivating the individual and collective spirit, relying on Plato’s “Republic,” is rooted in this vision.
Conclusion

The topic of the paper was about what contemporary German philosophers have called the “idea of the
university.” The necessity of philosophical reflection on the mission of the university in the twentieth
century reflected a critical situation that, on the one hand, was due to the rule of fascist regimes at the
height of cultural prosperity, and on the other hand, to industrial developments and technological
advances. Gadamer’s hermeneutical reflection on the “yesterday, today, and tomorrow” of the idea of
the university is also rooted in this tradition. Although, he is primarily concerned with the “German
university,” his criticisms in this regard can be generalized to the state of the university in the
contemporary world. Some of his criticisms may seem somewhat classical to us today, but these insights
were very astute in their context and time.
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