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In the classically understood culture of Europe, one recognizes the specifi c 
identity of the university and its irreducibility to other, albeit similar, institu-
tions of culture. Universities have a particular way of upholding the ethos of 
intellectual work and manifesting the cognitive values that serve academic 
research and education.

The university should distinguish itself from other forms of intellectual 
culture by pursuing an integrated knowledge of reality, or at least by attempting 
to combine knowledge of different aspects of reality into a relatively coherent 
whole. Such a pursuit is motivated by the belief that the unity of the real-
ity should be refl ected in a unifi ed knowledge of it. As Tadeusz Czeżowski 
(1889–1981) reminds us: “Universality is the principle expressed already in the 
term ‘university’…. The circumstance that all the arts and sciences are related to 
one another in a multiplicity of ways is expressed in this principle.”10 Czeżowski 
presents a maximalist idea of the universality of the university and extends it to 
include a consistent outlook on the world: “All [the arts and sciences] seek to 
achieve a homogenous view of the world and they mutually support one another 
in this pursuit.”11 The university is also universitas magistrorum et scholarium: 
a community of masters and students, i.e., a community of people responsible 
for teaching and learning.

The instability of the foundations of the contemporary university and the 
denial of the very ideas in which it is grounded stand in clear contrast to the 
memories of his university studies (at the beginning of the 20th century), as 
Karl Jaspers recorded: “Important teachers I viewed with reverence, all of 
them, even those of whom I disapproved, with respect for their position. The 
buildings, the lecture-rooms, the forms of the tradition were objects of rever-
ence for me. What it really was which lent to all this a still visible lustre I did 
not yet clearly discern.”12 

Thus the community of teachers and students is perceived as a community 
endowed with a specifi c aesthetic quality.13 One might ponder over the noble 
‘lustre’ of the university: What does it consist in? Why is it no longer visible 
nowadays? What undesirable practices have hidden it from view? How can the 
lustre of university values be regained and made visible anew? Refl ecting on the 
aesthetic dimension of academic education, Jacek Piekarski offers a potential 
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answer to these questions: “Participation in creating knowledge is of genuine im-
portance when it is related to the deepest commitment, when it is directed towards 
the pursuit and discovery of the possibly most signifi cant, individual meaning. 
This meaning should always be expressed in most perfect possible a way.”

This aesthetically attractive and noble lustre of the university appears to 
originate in the perfectionist attitudes of the members of academic community, 
in their personal commitment to the pursuit of knowledge, and, in particular, in 
their striving for the greatest possible excellence in epistemic and social sense.

An emphasis on the traditional values of the university is often accompa-
nied with an anxiety about the decline of these values, as it has been expressed, 
among others, by John Paul II: “The institution of the university is among 
the masterpieces of human culture. At the same time, one may feel concern 
that nowadays this masterpiece is being deformed on a global scale.”  The 
social functions of the university are currently considered from the vantage 
point of the so-called science policy, education policy, or research productivity 
management, and thus the emphasis has been shifted to the effectiveness of 
the university in terms of economic profi t. Research and teaching are subject 
to an increasingly close monitoring which involves a jargon alien—or even 
hostile—to the ethos and values of the traditional university.

I shall present here, in the spirit of critical refl ection, a broad sketch of 
the destruction of academic ethos. Bureaucratic overregulation of the aca-
demic structures and milieus encourages narrow-mindedness and reinforces 
it by coercing researchers and teachers into attempts at the quantifi cation of 
their, essentially unquantifi able, intellectual effort. As activities required by 
the bureaucratic directives continue to undermine the intellectual and spiritual 
culture, the autonomy of the university is being destroyed and replaced by 
its obedience to military-like discipline.16 Misleading technocratic ideologies 
are forcibly imposed (by arbitrary decrees) on academe. New regulations are 
successively introduced at such a rate that they cannot be absorbed; faculty 
members are encumbered with the demand to complete countless debilitating 
forms and to compile meaningless tables. As a result, the atmosphere of the 
university is literally strewn with paper and academic freedom is lost. To make 
matters worse, the belief in the ‘healing’ power of overregulation has its parti-
sans. Their commitment, leading to far-reaching practical consequences, seems 
to be a form of idolatrous worship of administrative-bureaucratic authority as 
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