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Abstract 

 

The philosophical idea of the university, which has shaped thinking about this institute for 

centuries, seems insufficient, if not uncritical, today in the face of ongoing digitalization and 

commercialization. The jargon of purity and truth that has characterized this idea from Kant 

to Derrida is not able to think of the university as a social institution that is a site of social 

reproduction. This is another reason why a sociological critique of philosophical reason has 

become a necessity, not only to understand the university and its social role better, but also to 

clarify the limits of philosophical discourse. 
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1. The What and the Why of the institute 

Social life is inconceivable without institutions. The identity of the social is an 

institutional one. Its history is that of its institutions. Although John R. Searle stresses that the 

theory of the institution is still a work in progress, he has made an interesting contribution. It 

is interesting not only because he begins his analysis of the institution with an analysis of the 

social facts, but also because he brings to life the hidden dimension of language. In this 

context, I will focus only on his definition of the institution, without covering everything he 

did to arrive at that definition. The above-mentioned definition is “an Institution is any 

collectively accepted system of rules (procedures, practices) that enable us to create 

institutional facts.”1  

Institutions, then, are the lifeblood of society. However, what the social ontology does not 

say is that institutions are also those that can turn society into a kind of hostage in their hands 

and not allow it to progress towards a good social life. This is also why I would like to raise 

the question of the institution as a social rather than an ontological one. I will not ask what an 

institution is, but rather what is a good institution? To be more precise, what is a good 

university? I would be concerned, however, with the social destiny of a particular institution, 

namely the university. The German philosopher Rahel Jaeggi emphasizes that “institutions 

are the backbone of the social, they are what gives it shape and permanence. If they belong to 

the infrastructure of the common human life, the question of the conditions of their success 

and failure is one of the genuine questions of social philosophy.”2 

We are, according to Jaeggi, "confronted with institutions from the cradle to the grave." 

Therefore, we need institutions not only to live, but also to die. Any society, whether 

traditional or modern, is full of different institutions. For example, the university, which will 

be the subject of my text, is an institution; parliament is an institution; a political party is an 

institution; even marriage and religion are institutions. There are, according to Jaeggi, 

"complex and less complex institutions, and there are stronger and weaker institutions." It all 

depends on the nature of the role an institution plays within society and the means it uses to 

fulfil it.3 Moreover, institutions have the power to define (Definitionsmacht), as emphasized 

by Jaeggi. They legitimize and de-legitimize our social practices. They determine whether a 

marriage is a real one or a sham marriage, whether a diploma is recognized or not, whether a 

death has natural causes or is the result of a homicide, etc. 

                                                           
1 John R. Searle, What is an Institution?, Journal of Institutional Economics , Volume 1 , Issue 1 , June 2005 , p. 

21. 
2 Rahel Jaeggi, Was ist eine (gute) Institution? In: Rainer Forst/Martin Hartmann/Rahel Jaeggi/Martin Saar 

(Hrsg.), Sozialphilosophie und Kritik, (Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp2009) p. 528. 
3 Ibid, p. 533. 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-institutional-economics
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-institutional-economics/volume/25435FF95CAC3527D9E98473D3625AE3
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-institutional-economics/issue/F3BAA12E3024A3969DB3A4CA4A751022
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The second feature that distinguishes the institution according to Jaeggi is the one related 

to its role to stabilize the social world. This stability, which is also related to the two 

characteristics of habit and continuity, is inherent in every institution. However, the question 

that preoccupies social philosophy, as Jaeggi put it, is the following: “When is an institution 

good and when is it bad? When is it successful and when is it a failure?” In this context, 

Rahel Jaeggi returns to the German philosopher Hegel and to his concept "positivity" to 

differentiate between living and depleted institutions and (Entlebendigung), emptied 

(Entleerung), or subjected to erosion. An example of such institutes in erosion is, according 

to Hegel, the Christian religion, because it is a positivist or realistic institution, but has lost 

much of its meaning and has become an obstacle for its followers and for living a good life. 

“A good institution,” summarizes Jaeggi, “is one in which individuals can realize their 

interests and identify with them.”4 Jaeggi also emphasizes that the (good) institution "is 

characterized by learning and transformation processes despite its permanence”5. 

Nevertheless, the institution or the good institution is not only the subject of social 

philosophy and social ontology. It is also the subject of ethics. Paul Ricoeur defines La visée 

éthique (The ethical aim) in three terms: “visée de la vie bonne, avec et pour les autres, dans 

des institutions justes.”6 Moreover, even if Ricoeur speaks more about just institutions, he 

speaks about them as a prerequisite of the good life (Le vivre-bien). A good life that cannot 

be reduced to face-to-face relations, but that also implies "life in institutions."  

It seems here, as John-Louis Schlegel notes7, that Ricoeur shares Hegel's critique of Kant's 

idealism and its abstract morality. Hegel's morality reminds us that we live in a society and 

that society, with its practices, mores, and institutions, has primacy over individuals and their 

actions, but as he also explains, Ricoeur does not take Hegel's position against Kant to defend 

morality, which he believes was unable to prevent the rise of Nazism. 

Furthermore, although Ricoeur refuses to reduce the ethical event to the face-to-face 

relationship, as Levinas does, and catches the institution in the middle of this event, the 

question of just institutions is not, in my opinion, a question of law, because it is a question 

that can only be asked within the social event. That is, it is a question that can only be asked 

in conjunction with another question — that of the conditions of social reproduction. The 

"just institution" may fall into the formalism of a Kant that Ricoeur sought to overcome, since 

it defends justice but is incapable of realizing it. 

This text is limited to discussing the limits and horizons of philosophical thinking about 

the university and emphasizing the need for a sociological critique of this thinking, which in 

                                                           
4 Ibid., p. 542. 
5 Ibid., p. 543. 
6 Paul Ricœur, Soi-même comme un autre (Paris: Le Seuil, 1990), 202. 
7 Jean-Louis Schlegel, Les institutions, entre le juste et le bon, Esprit, No. 439 (Novembre 2017), pp. 43-51. 
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its theoretical tramping forgets the question of society and thus of the social identity of the 

university. It is silent about the interests that, as Bourdieu explained, philosophy serves as 

well as theoretical practice8, and in this context, those interests that the university seeks to 

consolidate and reproduce. 

2. The University: A controversial Idea 

When we try to deal with the idea of the university in modern philosophy, we are 

confronted above all with two radically opposite ideas — that of the Enlightenment and that 

of the leader principle. Undoubtedly, the philosophical history of the university cannot be 

reduced to these two central examples, but it is unthinkable without them. In addition, for the 

project of the present work, all thinking that is not only about the university, but also about 

every form of social institutions, is intertwined in the Kantian contrast of foreign and self-

determination. 

The idea or philosophy of the university has attracted the attention of many Western 

philosophers, starting from Kant, through Schelling, Humboldt, and Heidegger to Jacques 

Derrida and his well-known text about the university,9 the limitations of which I will point 

out in this context. 

2.1. The Kantian University 

I mean with the Enlightenment conception of the university that was formulated and 

defended by Kant in his book Der Streit der Fakultäten, in drei Abschnitten[The Conflict of 

the Faculties] published in 1798 and its opposite, the national or ideological conception of the 

university as expressed by Heidegger in his lecture on the occasion of receiving the Deanship 

of the University of Freiburg in 1933, under Nazi rule, entitled: Die Selbstbehauptung der 

deutschen Universität [The Self-Assertion of the German University]. This is considered by 

one of the contemporary German historians of philosophy, Reinhard Brandt, an apostasy on 

the idea of the university and on the Enlightenment in general because Heidegger demanded 

that the university be subjected to an authority outside it, that of the Führer.10 

It should be noted that Kant’s book, The Conflict of the Faculties, came in response to the 

control measures and illegal interference in the work of universities by the Prussian 

government during the reign of Friedrich Wilhelm II, and the negative impact that 

interference had on freedom of publication and thinking and on the scientific process in 

                                                           
8 Pierre Bourdieu, Les sciences sociales et la philosophie. In: Actes de la recherche en sciences sociales. Vol. 

47-48, juin 1983. 
9 L'université sans condition, (Paris: Editions Galilee, 2001). 
10 Reinhard Brandt (2003) Universitaet zwischen Selbst-und Fremdbestimmung. Kant ‘Streit der der 

Fakultaeten’. Berlin: Akademie Verlag. 
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general. The book consists of an introduction and three chapters that deal with the conflict of 

the lower Faculty, which is represented by philosophy according to Kant, with the higher 

Faculties, respectively: The Faculty of Theology, the Faculty of Law, and the Faculty of 

Medicine.  

In the introduction, we stand on general ideas about the university and a definition of the 

functions of the four Faculties. From the very beginning, we are faced with the conflict that 

exists between philosophy as an independent search for truth and the foreign interests 

represented by other faculties, or between self-determination and maturity on the part of 

philosophy and empowerment and foreign determination in relation to theology, law, and 

medicine; in technical terms, we stand between reason and understanding. 

Kant summarizes the natural purposes of man as threefold — “being happy after death, 

having their possessions guaranteed by public laws during their life in society, and finally, 

looking forward to the physical enjoyment of life itself (i.e., health and a long life).”11 Kant 

believes that philosophy can deal with these ultimate aims, but in connection with reason and 

through it with the principle of freedom. Additionally, if we consider these three aims, which 

also represent the three fundamental maxims of philosophy, we shall find that Kant, 

according to Reinhard Brandt, has organized them in the manner that reflects the image in 

which the three faculties are organized, i.e., “live righteously” towards theology, “commit no 

injustice” towards the law, and “being moderate in his pleasures…” in such a manner that one 

does not have to see a doctor.12 

There is no doubt that The Conflict of the Faculties presents us with a recognizable echo 

of Kant's famous essay Answering the Question: What Is Enlightenment? (1784). Regarding 

theology, philosophy calls for the adoption of the principle of free moral faith as the supreme 

principle of the Church. Regarding law, philosophy defends the idea of the republic and the 

independence of citizens against tyranny. In addition, philosophy calls for the adoption of the 

rules of diet and support of personal health without the need for a doctor.  

The university is, according to Kant, a public institution, which owes its existence on the 

one hand to the government and its interests, and on the other hand to the idea of reason. 

Therefore, on one side, there is the government that uses the university to defend its interests, 

but, on the other side, there is the reason that is free from these policies of interests; it 

searches in absolute freedom for the truth and thinks always in a cosmopolitan way. 

                                                           
11 Emmanuel Kant (1979) The Conflict of the Faculties, Translation and Introduction by Mary J. Gregor, New 

York: Abaris Books.  
12 See Reinhard Brandt (2003) Universitaet zwischen Selbst-und Fremdbestimmung. Kant ‘Streit der der 

Fakultaeten’. Berlin: Akademie Verlag. p.12. 
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The three faculties, the theological, the juridical and the medical, are closely linked to the 

interests of the government, which exerts its influence upon the people through these 

faculties, while philosophy, according to Brandt, is “a cosmopolitan foreign body, since it 

represents the aspect of the idea of reason.”13 Moreover, Kant sees the necessity of 

philosophy in the university, which does its work independently of the government and is 

represented in the assessment of the work of the other faculties. Philosophy, one committed 

to enlightenment, has all freedom to speak the truth publicly, because preventing it would 

harm the government itself. This is the same idea that Kant expresses in his book on 

perpetual peace, emphasizing the need for the authorities to allow philosophers to express 

their opinions publicly because they would thereby gain a better knowledge of themselves or 

of the conduct of the government.14 

Not only does reason represents the idea of the university, but the idea is also represented 

in one of its faculties, namely the lower faculty, that of philosophy. Within the institution of 

the university, we shall stand on the one hand, on pure reason or philosophy, and, on the 

other, on the political authority with which the higher faculties are connected. By this, Kant 

means theology, law, and medicine. As for the conflict between reason and authority, or the 

struggle of the faculties, it will be conducted by reason as a party and at the same time as a 

judge. Within the university, reason will be the opponent and at the same time the judge. 

We can attribute this dual role of reason within the university to the fact that reason in the 

Critique of Pure Reason assumes a legislative character, which distinguishes it from "nous" in 

Greek philosophy by Plato and others, where the nous is considered as the highest instance of 

knowledge, but without assuming a legislative character. For Kant, the role of reason is 

lawgiving, whether in relation to the law of nature or the law of freedom, and, therefore, 

reason presents itself as a lawgiver or as a court.15 

2.2. Leadership principle 

In his lecture entitled The Self-Assertion of the German University16, Heidegger opposes 

the "university of the Enlightenment" and its universal dimension by outlining a new concept 

or idea of the university, a national one that rather calls for a return to or recovery of an 

                                                           
13 Brandt, p.22. 
14 “That kings should be philosophers, or philosophers’ kings is neither to be expected nor to be desired, for the 

possession of power inevitably corrupts reason's free judgment. However, that kings or sovereign peoples (who 

rule themselves by laws of equality) should not allow the class of philosophers to disappear or to be silent but 

should permit them to speak publicly is indispensable to the enlightenment of their affairs”, in Immanuel Kant, 

(2003) To perpetual Peace. A philosophical Sketch, Translated by Ted Humphrey. Indianapolis/ Cambridge: 

Hackett Publishing Company, Inc., p.26. 
15 Brandt, p.24. 
16 In Gunther Neske & Emil Kettering (eds), Martin Heidegger and national Socialism, New York: Paragon 

House, 1990, pp.5-13. 



 

7 
 

origin, which in Heidegger's opinion is Greek thought or rather his own interpretation of that 

thought: 

Only if we resolutely submit to this distant command to regain the greatness of 

this beginning, only then will science become the innermost necessity of our 

existence. Otherwise, it will remain an accident into which we fall or the 

dispassionate contentment of safe occupation, serving to further a mere 

progress of information.17 

Heidegger replaces the idea of reason with a pure origin. Moreover, just as practical 

reason and its moral identity played no role in Being and Time, so is the case in the 

Rektoratsrede. Heidegger, however, was not the first German philosopher to use the adjective 

'German' in a speech or text about the university. Before him, Friedrich Schleiermacher uses 

the same adjective in a text entitled: Occasional thoughts on German universities in the 

German sense (1808), but without referring to the German language nor to the German 

people. His question about the university was universal and not as nationalistic as 

Heidegger's is. As Reinhard Brandt points out, we cannot speak of a German university as 

Heidegger did, just as we cannot speak of German mathematics or German physics or 

German philosophy, and whoever adopts the principle of nationalism within the university, in 

his opinion, sacrifices science and destroys the university.18 

The liberalism of the Enlightenment and its academic tradition is opposed to the ideal of 

the self-assertion of the German university, which Heidegger defends by linking it to what he 

calls the German essence and German destiny. Heidegger will suspend the conceptual order 

and replace it with the Führerprinzip and sacrifices universal reason to this principle. 

Self-assertion is an essential component of Heidegger's philosophy, Brandt says, just as 

the struggle of faculties is an essential component of Kant's metaphysics and the two are in 

opposition to each other. Kant defends enlightenment and critique within the university and 

an unconditional spirit and a dialogue between the needs of life and the purposes of the spirit, 

while Heidegger replaces critique with being and truth with belonging and unconditionality 

with the principle of the leader and universalism with privacy, and German being replaces 

reason within the university, so that this imagined being becomes both opponent and judge.19 

Derrida, for his part, claims that the principle of the leader and the fighting idea of war or 

conflict constitute the identity of the discourse of the university and its horizon. He writes 

that Heidegger uses the concept “Kampf” in a context determined by "Mein Kampf" of the 

                                                           
17 Ibid., p.8. 
18 Brandt., p. 
19 Ibid.,  
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Führer.20 Heidegger uses this concept in a context determined by the ideology of nationalism-

socialism, an ideology that emphasizes the value of war, struggle, sacrifice, and heroism, and 

uses it in a discourse about a university, which he sees as fulfilling the Führerprinzip. 

Heidegger asks to define what unites the German university in one force, and this unifying 

force is the struggle. He talks about the three duties through which the people relate to the 

fate of the state in a spiritual mission, namely work, military service, and service of 

knowledge, and what unites these three duties is struggle, which expresses the German 

essence. Here, Heidegger does not stand apart from the Nazi jurist Carl Schmitt, as Derrida 

explained.21 Carl Schmitt, who sees that the people are not realized as a state only when the 

state is realized as a struggle and as a struggle against an enemy, that is, only when they are 

prepared for the final sacrifice of themselves. 

We now turn to another concept in the discourse of the university, namely self-assertion. 

According to Charles Bambach, this term seldom appears in Heidegger's earlier writings. 

Heidegger uses this term in connection with his discussion of the concepts of will and 

essence. Bambach, however, discusses the uses of the term in the political writings of the 

1930s signed by the philosophers of the national socialist party.22 Furthermore, if we agree 

with the remarks of Derrida and Bambach concerning the 'national socialist' language of 

Heidegger, then it is very difficult to understand the thinking of university by Heidegger 

outside the historical context of Nazi -Germany. 

For these Nazi philosophers, this term meant national domination. However, Bambach 

sees that Heidegger uses this concept, that is, the concept of self-assertion, in a different 

sense, starting from two philosophical heritages: German idealism, which emphasizes 

freedom as self-determination, and Nietzsche's will to power. With the philosopher Schelling, 

we understand self-determination as that will that demands the subjugation of any authority 

that stands in its way, and with Nietzsche, we stand on his concept of the group that realizes 

itself as a war group.23 Nevertheless, the crucial thing about the concept of self-assertion is 

that it is a self-sufficient concept, i.e., a concept that is not “the affirmation of a thing that the 

Self  do not possess, but the affirmation of its essence.” Therefore, it is “a will to essence, a 

will to reach the origin through and by confrontation with that which obstructs the way to the 

essential.”24 

                                                           
20Jacques Derrida, Heidegger’s Ear. Trans. By John P. Leavy, Jr., in Reading Heidegger, Commemorations, 

John Sallis (ed.)., Indiana University press, p. 197 
21 Ibid., p.198 
22 Charles Bambach, Le Discours de Rectorat de Heidegger, Les Etudes philosophiques, 2010/2. N. 93, p. 165. 
23 Ibid.,  
24 Ibid., p.169. 
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The search for the origin of Heidegger’s concept of university led Iain Thomson to another 

philosophical heritage, namely to the debate between Spengler and Weber. One can view 

Weber’s lecture Science as a Vocation as a counter-manifesto to the "Spenglerian agenda for 

educational reform." Weber advocates a disenchanted form of science that says that "the 

university lecturer is no place for ‘prophets dispensing sacred values’.”25 Heidegger’s 

position on this debate was initially that of an eclectic, as Iain Thomson shows in his earlier 

writings. In other words, it is a position that attempts to reconcile Nietzsche, or his populist 

rendition in Spengler, on the one hand and Max Weber on the other:  

Heidegger thus appropriates Weber’s Ideal of value -free science, but only after 

re-romanticizing it, portraying the struggle for “theoretical objectivity” as a 

Herculean labor to be heroically pursued, and urging this ongoing struggle for 

objectivity with the bold Nietzschean motto of an ‘education for 

truthfulness’.”26 

However, in the end, Heidegger, in his rector's speech, would rather decide in favor of the 

Nietzschean position, which sees academic freedom as an obstacle to the spiritual mission of 

the university.27. A spiritual mission that reminds us of Plato and the role he prescribed for 

philosophy. In other words, to speak against Kant's idea of the role of philosophy within the 

university, and against the ideal of the Humboldtian university: “The university cannot assert 

itself against the state but for it. Heidegger is against an independence of the university from 

the state. It must be ‘the fundamental institution of the state insofar as it is supposed to be its 

noetic crown’.”28 

2.3. Unconditional university? 

Derrida asserts immediately on the first page of his book The Unconditional University 

that this book is not about a thesis or a hypothesis, but a call for "faith in the university and 

faith in the humanities of tomorrow,"29 and, at the same time, emphasizes that "the modern 

university must be an unconditional university." By this, he means the university as it has 

developed in the European context or within Western democracies.  

What is the principle of this university, which undoubtedly has an organic relationship 

with democracy? Derrida argues that this principle goes beyond academic freedom to an 

unconditional freedom to hold everything to account and to express truth or knowledge in 

                                                           
25 Iain Thomson, Heidegger and the politics of the University, Journal of the History of Philosophy, vol. 41, 

no.4 (2003) p.521 
26 Ibid., p.522 
27 Ibid., p.536. 
28 Christian Sommer, Metapolitique de l’universite. Le programme platonicien de Heidegger, Les Etudes 

philosophiques, 2010/2 n. 93, p.265. 
29 L'université sans condition, 2001, p.11. 
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public. Thus, concepts of the university, freedom, and truth, by which Derrida means the 

truth associated with the enlightenment of man, appear organically linked. However, all this, 

according to Derrida, is linked to a certain concept of man. This man, he writes, "founded 

both humanism and the historical idea of the humanities,"30 and the university, Derrida 

believes, should always be the place where we discuss all these questions unconditionally. 

Derrida defends the university as what he calls an independent "thing", i.e., unconditionally 

free in its institution, in its speaking, in its writing, and in its thinking. Thinking, writing, and 

speaking are not mere archives or products of knowledge, but, far from all utopian 

impartiality, performative acts.”31 Belief in knowledge is both performative in Derrida's 

opinion and constative; it is a matter of knowing how to ‘create the event'. However, Derrida 

goes back and confirms that this unconditional university is not actually realized, stressing 

while it must remain, as he mentioned at the beginning of his book, "the last place of critical 

steadfastness - rather more than criticism - before all the authorities of dogmatic and unjust 

domination."32 Derrida, by "more than critical", means that the university or the humanities 

must be deconstructive. He explains it as follows:  

I advocate the right of deconstruction as the unconditional right to ask critical 

questions not only on the history of the concept of man, but on the very history 

of the concept of criticism, on the form and power of question and on the 

interrogative form of thought.33  

However, we must refuse to regard deconstruction only as 'more than criticism'. Yes, we 

can deconstruct criticism by deconstructing its original texts like the Kantian, Hegelian, and 

Marxist, and its central concepts such as man, reason, freedom, and its ideological uses, but, 

at the same time, we must criticize deconstruction and its social resignation or blindness. This 

is what appears to us clearly in Derrida’s thinking about the university, especially through his 

concept of “unconditionality”, which is undoubtedly an ahistorical concept because it reads 

the university from outside its context and outside the historical-social conditions that affect 

it and the knowledge it produces. In my opinion, unconditionality sums up the philosophical 

discussion of the idea of the university in modernity. It is not a positive concept, as Derrida 

imagines and defends it, but rather a negative concept, because it pushes the idealization of 

the university further and thereby its alienation from reality. Derrida's deconstruction does 

not go beyond the walls of the university here. Yes, deconstruction is more than criticism. We 

need it to find out what is non-critical within criticism or its deviations towards dogmatism, 

but at the same time, deconstruction is “less than criticism,” because it ignores the socio-

                                                           
30 Ibid., p. 12. 
31 Ibid., p.33. 
32 Ibid., p. 14. 
33 Ibid., p. 15. 
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material context in which ideas arise. It is a "pure" deconstruction that believes that we can 

exercise criticism only from "inside", and it abolishes or degrades the external conditions to 

produce ideas, and thus continuing the conservative thinking that it believes to combat.  

The duality of inside/outside becomes metaphysical when we subordinate the outside to 

the inside or consider that this outside is realized within the text or that this inside is realized 

independently of the outside. Moreover, when deconstruction says so, it falls into a kind of 

text fetishism or text metaphysics. Perhaps we must think here outside the doxa of inside and 

outside, by distributing the roles between deconstruction and criticism. Deconstruction will 

be more than just deconstruction when it is not confined to reading within the text and is open 

to what the sociological critique says in its relation to society, that is, when it stands, in 

another language, on the external identity or etiology of this interior. The text has the head of 

Janus, so that the reality of this head can only be known by seeing each of its face. 

To return to Derrida's reflections on the university, this "unconditional steadfastness" of 

the university would face "many powers" such as the state, economy, ideology, etc., 'L'avenir' 

is the politics of this university, and its destiny is connected for the same reason with that of 

the 'Democracy to Come', it is about a promise or a messianism without messianism. 

Furthermore, if we understand democracy as Derrida understands it, as a dismantling of the 

categories of sovereignty, belonging, and fraternocracy, as Derrida demonstrated in his two 

books, The Politics of Friendship and Rogues: two essays on reason, then the future 

university-or humanities will undoubtedly be achieved against these three categories, who 

previously transformed knowledge into a colonial project. However, the question that 

compels us in this context concerns the identity of this coming, ‘L'avenir’. It seems, in 

Derrida's view, like a utopia, a transcendent goal. This coming one, who in his dependence on 

the illusion of unconditionality does not bother to criticize capitalism, and who does not pay 

attention to his own identity, which is politically, socially, and technically conditioned, will 

not be able to shape or influence the present except to the extent that good intentions 

influence him.  

Given the great divorce experienced by Western societies today, as explained by the 

economic sociologist Wolfgang Streeck, between capitalism and democracy34, this avenir, 

this utopia, or this future can only be understood or imagined through a critical dialogue with 

the neoliberal adventure. He who does not criticize the present must remain silent about the 

future. Yes, the university must look towards the future as well, its future, but it will only 

have pure eyes, if it does not think about its social conditionality and does not read its present 

and with it its future through these conditionalities. 

                                                           
34 Wolfgang Streeck, Gekaufte  Zeit: Die vertagte Krise des demokratischen Kapitalismus, (Berlin: Suhrkamp 

2015). 
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3. The Sociological Critique of Philosophical Reason 

The limits of philosophical engagement with the university institution are clearly visible. 

The philosophical mind with its different directions misses the way to the social identity of 

the university and therefore remains incapable of diagnosing the pathologies it encounters, 

and this is where sociological critique emerges as the critique that brings philosophical 

thought back into reality and into the midst of society. Sociology, as Bourdieu wrote, is “the 

science of the institution and of the happy or unhappy relationship with the institution, 

presupposes an insurmountable and sometimes unbearable distance, a distance that it creates 

not only to the institution, and that tears away the state of innocence that allows to fulfill with 

happiness the expectations of the institution.”35 To what Bourdieu wrote, we can add that it is 

not only about what the institution expects of us, but also what we expect from the institution. 

Moreover, Bourdieu asserts that “the sociology of the educational system and the intellectual 

world (…) also contributes to the knowledge of subject of knowledge by introducing, more 

directly than all reflexive analyzes, to unthinkable categories of thought which delimit the 

thinkable and predetermine the thought”36.  

Undoubtedly, the philosophical criticism will remain incomplete if it is not accompanied 

by what Bourdieu calls the social critique. It is what makes us consider the social situation in 

which ideas are born, and through which the thinker thinks or abstains from thinking. In a 

language not devoid of irony, Bourdieu will respond to those who reject social criticism, 

writing:  

However, those who reproach social analysis for its pessimism and 

discouragement, when it formulates the laws of social reproduction, for 

example, are not righter than those who might reproach (Galileo) for 

disappointing him who dreams of flying when he established the law of falling 

bodies.37 

Thus, all claims of "self-determination", "self-assertion", and "unconditionality" appear 

rather as a beautiful philosophical illusion — a kind of romantic thinking that is used to seek 

the depth of its thinking outside the social and its conditions. Heidegger once claimed that 

                                                           
35 Pierre Bourdieu, Leçon sur la leçon, (Paris: Minuit, 1982), p.8. 
36 Ibid., p.10. 
37 Ibid., p.19. Of course, Bourdieu is exaggerating here when he compares sociological “science” with Galileo’s 

physics, for each science has its own subject, its own methods, and its own conception of science. But if we 

leave this exaggerated comparison aside, and turn to the goal of Bourdieu's thought, it will become clear to us 

the importance of reading ideas through the social conditions of their production, and not only the 

epistemological importance of this, but also the political importance. And Bourdieu is right when he sees that 

the refusal to recognize sociology as a science is associated with those who impose ignorance to preserve their 

interests and impose their symbolic relations. 
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“sciences does not think”38 because they do not ask the question of being, and for me this is 

even more true for philosophy. Philosophy does not think, and here I mean the dominant 

direction in philosophy, because it does not ask the question about society, and because, as 

Adorno explained, quoting Georg Simmel, it is silent about social pain. Feeling pain, not 

asking about being, is the concept with which every critical philosophy should be concerned.  

Reflecting on the institution of the university and the pathologies that afflict it in the neo-

liberal era can only be done sociologically or only by thinking about society and its material 

and symbolic relations, hence our need for sociological critique. No one expresses this 

critique more accurately than Bourdieu, that great Deconstructor of social reproduction, when 

he writes: 

Sociology reveals the self-deception, the collectively maintained and 

encouraged lie to oneself which, in any society, is at the foundation of the most 

sacred values and, therefore, of all social existence. It teaches, with Marcel 

Mauss, that 'society always pays itself with the false currency of its dream'. In 

other words, this iconoclastic science of ageing societies can at least contribute 

to making us masters and possessors of social nature to some extent, by 

advancing knowledge and awareness of the mechanisms that are at the root of 

all forms of fetishism: I am of course thinking of what Raymond Aron, who 

has illustrated this teaching so much, calls the 'secular religion', that cult of the 

State which is a cult of the State, with its civil festivals, civic ceremonies and 

national or nationalist myths, always predisposed to arouse or justify contempt 

or racist violence, and which is not only the work of totalitarian States; but I 

am also thinking of the cult of art and science which, as substitute idols, can 

contribute to the legitimization of a social order partly based on the unequal 

distribution of cultural capital.39 

Bourdieu explains that philosophy and the history of philosophy have continually worked 

to exclude from their reflection “the social conditions of possibility of philosophy and the 

philosopher,” if these conditions are suppressed and silenced; in other words, the rejection of 

society is what gives legitimacy to the sociological critique of the philosophical mind and 

gives it the greatest epistemological and political importance. What Bourdieu said about 

thought also applies to the university. Thinking about its social conditions is what will give it 

the possibility to free itself from them. This implies, in the first place, writing a social history 

of the university, which will also undoubtedly involve writing a social history of philosophy 

and its 'pure' idea of the university. 

                                                           
38 Martin Heidegger, Was heißt Denken?, in: Vorträge and Aufsätze (Pfullingen: Neske, 1954), p. 127. 
39 Bourdieu, Ibid., p. 32. 
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